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TCRP Report 142: Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Com-
plementary Paratransit Operations provides guidance on the relationships that influence and
enhance operator recruitment, retention, and performance in ADA complementary para-
transit services. This report includes examples of programs, efforts, and industry best prac-
tices and provides suggestions and methods for improving operator recruitment, retention,
and performance. The information in the report is formulated to help public transit agencies
improve productivity, manage costs, and offer passengers improved ADA paratransit service
quality. The report covers ADA complementary paratransit services that are contracted out,
provided in-house, or operated through a brokerage. 

This report will be helpful to public transit agencies and paratransit service providers.

Vehicle operator performance is a critical factor in service quality and efficiency in all
types of public transportation services. This is particularly true in ADA complementary
paratransit operations where operators provide considerable assistance to riders with a
variety of disabilities and must have a good working knowledge of the entire service area
in which they are operating. ADA paratransit service quality is dependent on operators
understanding individual rider needs and providing appropriate assistance. Operators
must be able to interpret and carry out complex shared-ride runs, navigate between 
pick-up and drop-off locations, competently use appropriate technology, locate correct
boarding locations at complex pick-up points, and board/disembark riders safely and
efficiently.

Maintaining a qualified and well-trained operator workforce is critical to providing a
safe and effective ADA paratransit operation. Paratransit performance can be adversely
affected when service providers must constantly recruit and train new operators because
of high turnover. Research was needed to identify key factors that affect operator recruit-
ment, retention, and performance in all types of ADA paratransit service delivery. This
research would help public transit agencies and paratransit service providers enhance 
the quality of service for riders and provide more efficient and cost-effective paratransit
services.

To assist in the development of TCRP Report 142, the research team conducted a survey
to identify the factors and issues considered most important to operator recruitment,
retention, and performance. The survey participants were from small, medium, and large
public transit agencies that administer or operate paratransit services and contractors who
operate various paratransit delivery models, such as directly operated services and bro-
kered services. Based on the information gathered from the survey results, the researchers
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identified the key factors that impact operator recruitment, retention, and performance.
The researchers further explored the interrelationships between the key factors and
operator recruitment, retention, and performance.

The report presents several approaches being used to improve recruitment and
retention, and the report addresses wage parity between paratransit and fixed route
operators. 
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S U M M A R Y

Vehicle operator performance is an essential element in the delivery of efficient, quality, and
Americans with Disability Act of 1990 (ADA) complementary paratransit service. Successfully
carrying out shared-ride paratransit schedules which is often on a tight schedule in order to
meet all rider demands, is a significant challenge. Providing appropriate assistance to riders
with diverse needs requires particular skill and training. Meeting and responding to daily oper-
ating conditions requires consistent professionalism. A common sentiment expressed by those
familiar with the dynamic nature of paratransit operations is that the vehicle operator job in
this type of service is at least as challenging and critical as that of fixed-route operators.

Finding and retaining quality ADA paratransit vehicle operators is reported to be a par-
ticular problem. Annual surveys of the industry by a leading trade publication have consis-
tently found that operator recruitment and retention is one of the most significant chal-
lenges faced by service providers. The national survey conducted as part of this study found
that annual turnover of vehicle operators averages 30 percent among private contracted
providers and is often much higher. ADA compliance reviews conducted by the Federal
Transit Administration (FTA) in recent years have documented vehicle operator turnover
rates in excess of 80% per year in some of the nation’s largest ADA paratransit programs.

Vehicle operator recruitment and retention issues directly affect the quality and effective-
ness of ADA paratransit services that are provided. This study found that only 29% of pri-
vate companies providing ADA paratransit services under contract to public entities consis-
tently operate with a full complement of vehicle operators. Fifty-five percent experience
periodic workforce shortages, and 16% reported constant workforce shortages. Among pub-
lic entities that operate services in-house, 50% reported a full workforce, while 28% reported
periodic shortages of operators, and 16% reported constant shortages. Fifty-two percent of
public entities responsible for providing ADA complementary paratransit indicated that
vehicle operator availability had a moderate to significant impact on service delivery.

Without an adequate number of vehicle operators, systems can enter the day of service
with scheduled runs that are “uncovered.” The trips on these runs must then be added to
already tight schedules on other runs. Constant turnover also means that a significant por-
tion of the workforce is inexperienced and may not be able to deliver services as efficiently
and effectively as more experienced operators. A detailed review of two ADA paratransit
programs conducted as part of this study found that on-time performance on runs per-
formed by less experienced operators was 3 to 13 percentage points lower than on runs per-
formed by more experienced operators.

High turnover also can have significant financial consequences. The research found that
the full cost of recruiting, hiring, and training each ADA paratransit operator is between
$3,200 and $4,200. This suggests that in a system that employs 100 vehicle operators and has
a 40% annual turnover rate, recruitment and training costs are likely between $128,000 and
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$168,000 per year. Reducing annual turnover to 20% would result in savings in recruitment
and training of $64,000 to $84,000 per year. Investing this amount in improved recruitment,
training, compensation, performance bonuses, and better tools and support to achieve low-
ered turnover would therefore make sense financially.

Even more significant cost savings could also be realized from the performance of expe-
rienced vehicle operators. As noted above, the research found that vehicle operators with
more than 6 months of experience were 8% to 24% more productive than less experienced
operators. In a system with 100 operators and 40% annual turnover, it could be expected
that 40 operators would have less than 6 months of experience for half the year each year.
Reducing annual turnover to 20% would mean that there would be 20 more operators that
would be providing service at a higher productivity for half of the year. Assuming an aver-
age increase in productivity of 16%, this would mean a savings of 3,200 revenue-hours per
year to serve the same number of trips. Assuming an operating cost of $55 per revenue-hour,
this could amount to a savings of $176,000 per year.

Savings in recruitment and training is realized directly by the operating entity and should
influence business decisions to improve workforce stability. Cost savings related to produc-
tivity also would be directly realized by public entities that operate ADA paratransit services
in-house and should impact their decisions to create a more stable workforce. In privately
contracted operations, though, where providers are paid per revenue-hour of service deliv-
ered, the savings due to productivity improvement might not affect their workforce deci-
sions. If they are paid per hour regardless of productivity, and contract incentives and dis-
incentives related to productivity are not significant, they might find it more profitable to
provide relatively low levels of compensation and operate with high vehicle operator turnover.
It is incumbent on the public entities paying for the services, to which the additional costs
would fall (or savings accrue), to ensure that contract operators provide them with stable,
experienced, and productive vehicle operators.

A number of factors appear to impact vehicle operator recruitment and retention. The
adequacy of compensation appears to be one of the more significant factors. Relatively low
compensation, particularly given the high demands of the job, can affect the quality of appli-
cants and trainees. This, in turn, can result in high training drop-out rates and involuntary
terminations for poor performance. Relatively low compensation can also contribute to
turnover as qualified operators leave for better paying jobs or jobs of equal pay with fewer
demands and less stress.

According to national survey responses, the average starting wage in the spring of 2008
for ADA paratransit vehicle operators employed by private contractors ranged from $7 to
$14.06 per hour and averaged $10.47. Vehicle operators employed by public agencies that
provided services in-house were paid from $9.50 to $15.77, with the average starting wage
being $12.06. The research also found that starting wages for ADA paratransit operators are
less than for fixed-route operators by an average of about $1 to $2 per hour and the differ-
ence in maximum pay for longer term operators is greater.

Fringe benefits for ADA paratransit operators are also often relatively meager, particularly
for those employed by private contractors. Only 75% of private contractors offer individual
health care coverage to full-time operators, and only 68% provide family coverage. Only
19% of companies offer health benefits to part-time vehicle operators. On average, full-time
vehicle operators are required to pay 33% of individual coverage and 50% of family cover-
age, a cost that is often out-of-reach given the hourly wages.

Detailed analysis conducted as part of this study did show a statistically significant relation-
ship between compensation and turnover. The level of starting wages was shown to account
for 21% of the turnover reported. The research also suggested that turnover can be lowered
by 3.5% to 5.1% for every $1 increase in starting wage.
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While compensation is significant and explains some of the turnover, the research sug-
gests that the other factors also affect turnover. Other factors that appear to be significant
are the following:

• The requirements and demands of the job. It was found that many applicants and
trainees may not have a full appreciation for the nature of the job. Individuals who believe
they are applying for a simple driving job may leave once they realize the full requirements
and demands of the job.

• Work shifts and work assignment practices. This includes evening and weekend work
and part-time shifts and split shifts that may not fit employee lifestyles. With 81% of para-
transit providers assigning work based on seniority, constant high turnover was noted
among operators with the least seniority who received the least desirable assignments.

• Job frustrations and limited support. Vehicle operators who participated in focus group
discussions conducted as part of the study noted frustration with the schedules they some-
times were required to perform. Difficult schedules, particularly if combined with limited
dispatch or company support, can lead to job dissatisfaction and turnover.

The research suggests that greater attention must be given to the following three areas in
order to address vehicle operator recruitment and retention:

• Attracting and finding the right individuals for the job,
• Providing adequate training and the necessary tools to do the job effectively, and
• Providing a supportive and responsive work environment.

Specific actions and efforts that can assist in each of these areas have been identified and
are outlined in this report. Examples of successful approaches and efforts reported by tran-
sit agencies and service providers are described. A model that describes the many factors that
contribute to recruitment and retention is presented and explained. The more promising
efforts and approaches include the following:

• Targeted recruitment that focuses on finding the right person for the job and training
them to be vehicle operators rather than relying on applicants with driving experience
who may not be good fits for the job;

• Recruitment that defines the characteristics required to succeed as an ADA paratransit
vehicle operator and then seeks to identify and attract these individuals to the job;

• Careful pre-screening of applicants to ensure that they have the necessary skills and atti-
tude to succeed in the job;

• Realistic job previews that give applicants a better sense of the nature of the job;
• Improved compensation to be able to attract qualified applicants and keep quality operators;
• “Onboarding” and mentoring to provide support and guidance to new operators;
• Referral and signing bonuses to assist in recruitment;
• Bonuses to encourage and recognize good performance and supplement base levels of

compensation;
• Other efforts to recognize the contributions of vehicle operators; and
• Greater dispatch, supervisor, and management support and a “team” approach to meet-

ing the challenges of ADA paratransit service delivery.

The research noted a number of public transit agencies that have developed integrated
workforces and equalized pay for fixed-route and ADA paratransit operators. A number of
systems that are moving in this direction as a way to address workforce issues were also
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identified. The experiences reported by these systems suggest that workforce integration
and pay equity can improve job satisfaction, retention, and performance. The increased
costs were, in many cases, offset by gains in service productivity, lowered recruitment and
training costs, and greater workforce flexibility.

The research also identified transit agencies that are employing innovative procurement
and contracting approaches to address vehicle operator issues. These include the following:

• Clearly indicating the importance of vehicle operator recruitment and retention to
prospective proposers and the transit agency’s desire to be provided with a stable and
experienced workforce;

• Requirements in procurement documents for the provision of reasonable or living wages
or for maintaining and building on the current levels of compensation;

• Requirements for reasonable fringe benefits;
• Preferences in the selection process to proposers who demonstrate compensation levels

and other efforts that will achieve a stable, experienced workforce;
• Specific penalties if contractors are unable to pull-out assigned runs due to operator short-

ages; and
• Other service performance requirements, with associated incentives and penalties, that

directly relate to the need for an adequate workforce.

Finally, this report notes the need for further research. In particular, more research is
needed to understand and quantify the impacts of the many factors and components of
recruitment and retention. Starting wages have been shown to account for about 21% of
turnover. More research on the exact impacts of fringe benefits, work assignments, and other
factors is needed to better define the other 79%. Additional study and documentation of the
inter-relationships between recruitment and training costs, compensation, turnover, per-
formance, and total system cost are also needed to allow systems to make decisions about
the appropriate levels of investment in the workforce.

While this study has begun to document the extent of the problem and has identified pos-
sible solutions, more research is also needed to identify proven practices and approaches.
This includes continued study of the integration of fixed-route and ADA paratransit work-
forces and efforts to develop pay equity. It also includes additional study of best practices in
public transit procurement that encourages and supports contractor efforts to develop a sta-
ble and experienced workforce.
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Study Issues, Goals, 
and Methodology

Aside from having the financial resources necessary to meet
service demand, one of the greatest challenges facing providers
of American with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) complemen-
tary paratransit service is maintaining an experienced and sta-
ble workforce—particularly vehicle operators. Consider the
following hypothetical scenarios, meant to illustrate some of
the commonly reported issues.

The Manager of a paratransit service provider called a meeting
with her senior management team to discuss the ongoing prob-
lem of vehicle operator availability. “It seems that no matter what
we do, we are always short on operators,” she said. “Let’s go over
what we are doing here and come up with some solutions.”

“We have ongoing ads in all the papers and signs on vehicles,
and we still can’t get enough applicants,” noted the HR Manager.
“And then, if we get applicants, we are having difficulty getting
them to pass all of the background, driving, and drug testing
requirements that the transit agency requires.”

“I have 10 people in training right now,” the Lead Trainer
reported. “But based on past experience, we’ll be lucky if five stick
with it and complete the training.”

“I will probably have five new vacancies in the next month,”
said the Operations Manager. “We still have rapid turnover with
about half of the workforce—those with the least seniority. If we
can’t get applicants and get them through training faster than
that, we won’t gain at all on the number of operators we need.
And the service is growing, so our operator needs are likely to
increase faster than we are bringing on new people.”

“Well let’s think of some more things we can do,” the Manager
requested. “We can’t keep operating this way. It’s starting to affect
our ability to provide the capacity required and service quality.”

Across the City, in the public transit offices, the transit agency’s
Paratransit Manager was meeting with the Contract Administrator
to discuss the same issue.

“On-time performance dropped from 95% to 90% last year
and riders are saying that routing has gotten worse,” he noted.
“We got the budget increase we needed this year and we have
added the vehicles that the contractor wanted, so what else do we
need to do to get performance to meet standards again?”

“The main thing we are finding,” said a Contract Adminis-
trator, “is that the contractor is reporting very high operator
turnover—50% last year—and doesn’t have enough operators to
cover all of the scheduled runs. They use whatever extraboard
operators they have to cover scheduled absences but don’t have
enough operators to cover same-day call-outs. A lot of trips end
up being put back on the unscheduled list each morning when
they can’t pull all of the runs out. We also noted that they often
end up closing out runs the evening before if they don’t have
enough operators scheduled for the next day. This has made the
scheduling very tight, and there are a lot of add-ons on the day
of service. I think the add-ons are leading to longer on-board
times and routing that takes riders out-of-the-way.”

“In the next RFP that we put out next year, we are going to have
to try and address this issue,” said the Paratransit Manager. “We
added incentives and liquidated damages last time, and we have
been using those, but we may need to do more. And even though
we really stressed in the last RFP the need to provide a stable
workforce, it didn’t end up changing the operator compensation
very much. The winning bidder had wages and compensation
that were not a lot higher than the last contractor. How can we get
bidders to address this issue better?”

And back at the garage, a new vehicle operator was just pulling
out to start her run. It was a 6-hour afternoon run. She worked
weekends and a few weekday afternoons but was still only getting
35 hours a week. The best shifts had already been picked by the
time it was her turn to select runs. The last few afternoons of work
had been tough. She was in a part of town that she didn’t know
very well, and the traffic had been bad. The schedules seemed to be
very tight, and the dispatchers were so busy that she wasn’t always
comfortable asking them for assistance. She ended up running
almost an hour late by the end of each day and didn’t feel that her
performance was good. Riders were also rightfully frustrated with
the service, which made it even more stressful. “I know that over
time I will get more knowledgeable about the area and each rider,”
she thought, “but right now, this is really hard. I really don’t know
if I can stick this out. The city is looking for school bus operators,”
she recalled. “That has got to be easier, and they pay just as much.”

Similar meetings, conversations, and situations seem to
occur frequently across the country. Recent studies of ADA
paratransit services and compliance reviews conducted by the
Federal Transit Administration (FTA) have identified vehicle
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operator recruitment and retention as one of the common
challenges in systems experiencing service quality problems.
Developing a better understanding of vehicle operator recruit-
ment and retention issues and identifying proven, workable
solutions could have a significant impact on paratransit ser-
vice quality across the country.

The goal of this research was to:

Provide information and guidance that will assist transit agen-
cies and paratransit operators in improving the quality, efficiency,
and cost-effectiveness of ADA paratransit services by improving
vehicle operator recruitment, retention, and performance.

The specific objectives of the research were to do the 
following:

• Identify the key factors that affect the recruitment of qual-
ified vehicle operators.

• Identify the factors that affect vehicle operator turnover
and factors that can assist in improving operator retention,
job satisfaction, and ultimately operator performance.

• Determine how actions and decisions at all program stages—
system design, system policies, contractor procurement, and
daily operations—affect vehicle operator recruitment, reten-
tion, and performance.

• Determine the inter-relationships between factors.
• Develop practical and useful outcome information that will

better link decisions made in system design and operation
to operator performance, service quality, and efficiency.

• Develop an understanding of the factors, relationships, and
outcomes in various settings (small, medium, and large sys-
tems) as well as in various service designs (in-house, con-
tracted, brokered, union/non-union, etc.).

• Produce guidance that will assist small, medium, and
large systems to better understand the factors and rela-
tionships that influence operator recruitment, retention,
and performance.

• Provide effective and proven examples of programs, actions,
and industry best practices that can improve operator recruit-
ment, retention, and performance.

Since labor issues are different for different types of para-
transit services (e.g., taxis, human services transportation,
ADA paratransit, etc.), the research focused specifically on
ADA complementary paratransit services provided by public
transit agencies. It did, however, address all types of ADA
paratransit service designs, including contracted services, in-
house services, and brokered services.

Also, given the extensive scope of this issue, the research was
conducted in two phases. The first phase involved the identi-
fication of factors that affect operator recruitment and reten-
tion. This was done through a literature search, focus groups,
a national survey, and input from an expert panel. A model

that identifies, diagrams, and illustrates the various factors and
issues associated with paratransit operator recruitment, reten-
tion, and performance was then prepared. The model also
describes the relationships and interactions between factors.

The second phase then focused on specific factors and rela-
tionships felt to be most significant and developed data that
will begin to “fill in” the overall model. For example, detailed
research was conducted to identify the following:

• The impacts of various levels of pay and other compensa-
tion on vehicle operator turnover,

• The impacts of tenure and work experience on productiv-
ity and service quality

• Experiences with integration of fixed-route and para-
transit workforces and efforts to equalize pay,

• Innovative approaches to procurement of ADA paratransit
services that are designed to increase workforce stability,

• The cost of recruitment and training, and
• Innovative recruitment practices and efforts to reduce

turnover.

A better understanding of the factors and inter-relationships
that affect vehicle operator recruitment and retention will
help public transit agencies and service providers establish
more appropriate wage and benefit structures, attract and
retain qualified and experienced operators, and provide more
efficient and cost-effective services. Public transit agencies
will use this information when designing appropriate service
procurement requirements and in reviewing and selecting
proposals. This, in turn, will enable riders to receive quality
service and public transit agencies to provide this service in the
most cost-effective way.

Organization of the Report

Chapters 2 through 5 of the report describe research efforts
to identify the factors that affect vehicle operator recruitment,
retention, and performance. Chapter 2 presents the findings
of the literature search as well as findings from focus group
meetings of vehicle operators, supervisors, and ADA para-
transit managers. Chapter 3 presents the findings of the indus-
try survey. A model that depicts the key factors identified is then
presented in Chapter 4. Some key inter-relationships between
factors are also detailed.

Chapters 5 through 7 then present research aimed at pro-
viding information for the model and inter-relationships 
proposed. An analysis of the impacts of various levels of com-
pensation on vehicle operator turnover is summarized in
Chapter 5. The impacts of training wages, starting wages, max-
imum wages, and several types of fringe benefits on reported
vehicle operator turnover are explored using regression analy-
sis. The relationship between vehicle operator tenure and per-
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formance is explored in Chapter 6. The analysis looks at pro-
ductivity, on-time performance, and complaint rates for groups
of vehicle operators with various levels of job tenure. The full
cost of turnover is discussed in Chapter 7.

Chapter 8 presents information collected throughout the
study on recruitment and retention practices reported to be
successful. Information used to identify job applicants who are
likely to be successful vehicle operators is presented. Examples
of recruitment, pre-screening, and training approaches are also
provided. Techniques for improving retention, such as recog-
nition and performance bonuses; technologies to assist vehicle
operators with performance of the job; and supportive work
environments are also included.

Chapter 9 then explores the potential benefits of fixed-
route and paratransit workforce integration and vehicle oper-
ator wage parity. The experiences of several selected systems
that have achieved wage parity or are working toward it are
presented.

Finally, Chapter 10 describes efforts by several public tran-
sit systems to develop more stable ADA paratransit vehicle
operator workforces through innovative procurement or
contracting. Examples of ways to address workforce stability
in the procurement process are detailed. Contract require-
ments and associated incentives and disincentives meant to
impact workforce stability are described in several case studies.
Chapter 11 discusses future research needs.
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8

Literature Review

The first task of the study was to conduct a search of the lit-
erature related to vehicle operator recruitment, retention, and
performance. The review encompassed paratransit-specific
literature searches as well as a review of literature in vehicle
operations, in public transit in general, and in the school bus
and trucking sectors. Literature reviews in the limousine and
taxi sectors were also conducted. While the review revealed a
limited number of paratransit-specific studies, it did provide
considerable information relevant to the focus of the current
study. In addition to transportation industry literature, the
review includes findings on how issues of employee recruit-
ment, retention, and performance are being addressed within
today’s marketplace in general.

The first part of the literature review focuses on factors that
affect the industry’s ability to maintain an experienced and sta-
ble workforce of paratransit operators. Quite a number of writ-
ings focus on internal factors related to these issues. External
factors within the general work environment have also received
significant attention. In some cases, the factors of recruitment,
retention, and performance have been addressed singularly
and other times the focus has been on the synergistic effect of
these factors in maintaining a sufficient quantity of qualified
paratransit operators.

A list of references cited is provided at the end of this report.
Throughout this chapter, the terms “vehicle operators” and
“drivers” are sometimes used interchangeably since they were
both used in the cited reports and articles.

An Overview of Paratransit Vehicle
Operator Issues

Writings from a variety of sources speak to the current
research topic: challenges facing providers of ADA comple-
mentary paratransit service in maintaining an experienced and
stable workforce—particularly vehicle operators. One source

is a white paper prepared by the New York Public Transit Asso-
ciation, Inc., (NYPTA), a not-for-profit association represent-
ing the public transit industry throughout the state. The paper,
entitled Key Issues and Concerns Facing New York State’s
Transit Industry, discussed one step several New York transit
agencies have taken to cut costs and improve operational effi-
ciencies: analyzing and addressing high operator-related costs,
including steps to improve operator retention rates, create
performance objectives, reduce absenteeism rates, and reduce
overtime costs (1).

Surveys conducted by METRO Magazine for several years
highlight challenges related to maintaining a sufficient number
of qualified paratransit operators. The publication’s 2005 Para-
transit Survey of 40 paratransit operators of varying sizes in the
United States and Canada found respondents cited the recruit-
ment and retention of operators as the most challenging
operator-related concern. The 2006 survey of 36 randomly-
selected paratransit providers in the United States and Canada
again found that recruitment and retention of vehicle operators
remained the chief operator-related issue plaguing providers.
Likewise, in the 2007 survey, 70% of reporting organizations
stated that operator recruitment and retention remained the
“biggest operator-related” concern (2, 3, 4).

In the 2005 National Council on Disability study report,
The Current State of Transportation for People with Disabilities
in the United States, a comparison between fixed-route and
paratransit vehicle operators revealed that pay differences
between the two groups have an impact on vehicle operator
retention. As a general rule, pay and benefits for fixed-route
bus operators are noted to be higher than for paratransit
operators. The rationale often given for this pay discrepancy
is that the fixed-route operator’s job is more difficult. The
study found, however, that the salary differential is not nec-
essarily based on any objective comparison of the two jobs,
but rather, historic roots (5).

The 2000 TRB report entitled State of the Art Paratransit
noted that strategies adopted by transit agencies to reduce
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labor costs have inadvertently, negatively impacted the abil-
ity of agencies to recruit and retain qualified paratransit oper-
ators. In the case of in-house paratransit operations, one
strategy identified is the practice of implementing labor agree-
ments with two wage scales—the usual fixed-route transit wage
and a lower wage for paratransit operators. Another strategy
for labor cost reduction is for transit agencies to contract for
service with providers that typically pay lower wages, a practice
that has unintentionally resulted in difficulties recruiting and
retaining quality operators in both transit agency-run systems
and contracted systems (6).

State of the Art Paratransit also points out that paratransit
operators driving larger vehicles must possess a commercial
driver’s license, which places paratransit companies in com-
petition with trucking and delivery companies that pay higher
wages. The report states that the difficulty in hiring, training,
and retaining qualified paratransit vehicle operators will
continue until the industry finds a way to compensate qual-
ity operators (6).

TCRP Report 124: Guidebook for Measuring, Assessing, and
Improving Performance of Demand-Responsive Transportation
(2008) notes that wages and benefits for demand-responsive
transportation (DRT) vehicle operators has become a key issue
in recent years, particularly in systems where service provision
is competitively procured (7). It indicates turnover rates of up
to 50% and notes that shortages of operators and high turnover
can impact DRT operations in several ways. Impacts cited
include systems being unable to cover scheduled runs, high
costs for ongoing recruitment and training, and the use of
more inexperienced operators. The report states that “It is
generally recognized that experienced DRT operators—who
are familiar with the service area, understand their riders’ trip
patterns, are knowledgeable about the system’s policies and
procedures, and competent with in-vehicle technology—can
contribute to improved performance, particularly productiv-
ity and service quality, such as on-time performance.”

TRB Special Report 275: The Workforce Challenge: Recruiting,
Training, and Retaining Qualified Workers for Transportation
and Transit Agencies lists the following factors as limitations
in the ability of transit agencies to recruit and retain new
operators:

• The equipment used on transit buses and paratransit vehi-
cles to accommodate people with disabilities, as well as the
equipment used for various other operations like fare pro-
cessing, automatic vehicle detecting, etc., are complicated
and require extensive knowledge and training.

• Most agencies cannot offer flexible work schedules to new
operators.

• New hires often have to work split-shifts.
• Operators are held to very high standards of efficiency and

public safety.

• Often operators are part of collective bargaining units.
• Operators must have special licensing.
• Opportunities for advancement are scarce (8).

FTA ADA Paratransit Compliance Reviews

Recent compliance reviews of ADA paratransit services
conducted by FTA have also documented issues with opera-
tor availability and turnover. A review of final reports posted
on FTA’s website identified recent service issues in the follow-
ing systems:

• A review conducted of the Metropolitan Transit System
(MTS) in San Diego, California, in February 2008 indi-
cated an 82% annual turnover rate among ADA paratran-
sit vehicle operators (9). The report states that “This high
turnover rate results in a high percentage of relatively in-
experienced operators and may affect service efficiency and
service quality.”

• A review of Pierce Transit in Lakewood, Washington, in
November 2007 indicated that the major private contractor,
which provided about 74% of the service, was experiencing
an 80% turnover rate among operators. Interestingly, Pierce
Transit, which provides about a quarter of the service in-
house, reported almost no vehicle operator turnover (no
departures in 2007 and only a few operators retiring or leav-
ing each year). A review of the in-house operator roster
showed an average tenure of 14 years; the most inexperi-
enced operator had 4 years of experience, and the senior
operator had 26 years of experience (10).

• A review of the Central Ohio Transit Authority in Colum-
bus, Ohio, in February 2007 showed more moderate turn-
over. Records of the private contractor which provides
service in Columbus showed annual post-training turnover
of about 25% (11).

• A review of the City of Albuquerque Transit Department in
Albuquerque, NM, conducted in September 2005 indicated
only about a 10% annual turnover of ADA paratransit vehi-
cle operators. The ADA paratransit service in Albuquerque
is provided in-house with city employees (12).

• A review of the Transportation District Commission of
Hampton Roads (Hampton Roads Transit) in Hampton,
VA, in October 2002 indicated an annual turnover of
about 30%. The ADA paratransit service in Hampton was
provided by private contractors (13).

• A review of the City of Tucson Transit Services Division in
Tucson, AZ, in March 2003 indicated an annual turnover
of about 44%. This included only 9% turnover among the
private contractor’s 65 full-time vehicle operators but 93%
turnover among the 45 part-time operators (14).

• A review of the Birmingham Jefferson County Transit
Authority in Birmingham, AL, in April 2002 noted that
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19 of the private contractor’s 26 vehicle operators had less
than 1 year of experience and 15 had 6 months or less time
on the job (15). The report noted that contractor staff
“indicated that operator turnover had been a significant
issue until just recently when changes in hiring practices
and compensation for paratransit operators were negoti-
ated with the union. Prior to January 2002, hiring for all
operators, both fixed route and paratransit, was combined.
Paratransit operators were paid between $6.00 and $8.00
per hour and fixed-route operators were paid between
$8.82 and $14.70 per hour. New fixed-route operator posi-
tions were offered first to existing personnel and virtually
all new fixed-route operators transferred from paratransit.
Essentially, all new hires were assigned to paratransit ser-
vice and many operators then quickly transferred to fixed-
route service as openings became available. This resulted in
very high paratransit operator turnover. The fixed-route
seniority records between July 1 and December 31, 2001
indicated that a total of 23 operators had moved from VIP
(paratransit) service to the fixed-route service during this
6-month period. This suggests a paratransit operator turn-
over rate of about 88% per year. A new paratransit opera-
tor contract was negotiated with the union effective January
2002. Under the new contract, operators are hired sepa-
rately for the paratransit and fixed-route programs. Para-
transit operator pay was also increased to range from $9.00
to $12.00 per hour. Records from January through March
2002 indicate that these changes appear to be lowering
paratransit operator turnover. During this 3-month period,
only five new paratransit operators were hired and trained,
which suggests a turnover rate of 58% per year.”

• A review of the Metropolitan Tulsa Transit Authority in
Tulsa, OK, in March 2002 reported an annual turnover
rate of about 50% per year. Low pay was $8.00 per hour at
that time and was believed by the private contractor to be
a major reason for the turnover (16).

• A review of the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit
Authority in Atlanta, GA, in September 2001 noted that
“there are typically vacant ADA Complementary Paratran-
sit operator positions even though MARTA is constantly
hiring and training new operators” (17). The annual turn-
over for this publicly-operated service was reported to be
46% a year. The report attributes much of the turnover to
“ADA Complementary Paratransit operators moving into
fixed-route positions that become available . . . ADA Com-
plementary Paratransit operators receive $8.40 to $12.30 per
hour and fixed-route operators receive $13.43 to $17.00
per hour.”

• A review of the Milwaukee County Transit System in Mil-
waukee, WI, in July 2001 reported turnover rates for the
two private contractors that operated the service. One con-
tractor was reported to have about 30% turnover per year

among paratransit operators. The second was reported to
have a turnover of 88% (18).

• A review of the Connecticut Department of Transporta-
tion/Greater Hartford Transit District in Hartford, CT, in
June 2001 indicated about 7% to 17% annual turnover
among ADA paratransit vehicle operators. The report notes
that the private contractor cited fair compensation that
included $10 to $12.50 per hour plus a 401(K) program,
medical insurance, and holiday and vacation pay as factors
that kept turnover low (19).

Demographic Factors Affecting Availability
of Qualified Workers

The New York Public Transit Association Key Issues and
Concerns white paper points out that the aging of the large
baby boom generation has major implications for changing
consumer demands for housing, goods, and services, includ-
ing transportation. In addition to automobile travel, the
impact on transportation systems will likely include greater
demand for paratransit services (1).

Other publications discuss the size and speed with which
the baby boom generation is moving toward retirement. Some
estimate that the number of federal workers at retirement age
or eligible to retire in the next few years is as high as 53%. One
recent study by the Rockefeller Institute of Government found
that 42% of the 15.7 million state and local government
employees are between 45 and 64 years old. Calling it the
most “significant talent and brain drain ever experienced by
government,” the Institute estimates that a full 40% of state
and local government employees will be eligible to retire in
the next 15 years (20).

One federal lawmaker calls the work force problem “a cri-
sis in human capital” and states that a compromised trans-
portation work force would have serious repercussions for
the U.S. economy. The demand for transportation continues
to increase dramatically as the U.S. population has increased
rapidly, and vehicle-miles traveled are increasing twice as fast
as the population. If the workforce problem were confined to
federal quarters, transportation policy-makers and managers
could breathe a little easier, but it is not. The problem extends
to the state and local transportation workforces as well. The
competition for qualified workers will be fierce, as almost
every sector of business, industry, and government grapples
with the same problem. Although the challenge is not unique
to transportation, the field does have its own set of compli-
cating circumstances because the nation’s businesses and cit-
izens are so dependent on the transportation system (20).

The effects of the aging baby boom generation will mani-
fest themselves in other ways, as well. Though a significant
portion of baby boomers will retire, others will choose to
remain in the workforce as “mature workers.”
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In Challenges in Staffing, Furchtgott-Roth hypothesizes
that changing demographics, workforce readiness, and global
competition will continue to create staffing obstacles and
opportunities for organizations. The aging of the workforce
is one of the major issues the author identifies as potentially
problematic. The proportion of Americans over age 55 will
increase significantly along with increases in longevity, thus
increasing the proportion of older Americans. The labor force
participation of older Americans is increasing with older
employees working full-time weekly schedules (21). Indeed,
according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), as cited by
Burkert in his 2006 study, by 2012 the availability of older
workers will increase by 56% (22).

Research by the Society for Human Resources Management
(SHRM), the international human resources trade organiza-
tion, also cites the aging of the workforce as one of the three key
trends that are shaping organizations today. Projected labor
shortages and baby boomers continuing to work beyond the
retirement age are other key factors. It is projected that approx-
imately 20% of the workforce will be 55 years or older by 2010.
Research reveals that traditional retirement has become the
exception and not the rule. Additionally, the BLS, as referenced
by Burkert in 2006, predicts that by 2012, the labor force will
decline in younger age groups, while the availability of older
workers will increase dramatically; this indicates that compa-
nies must attract older workers to stay adequately staffed (22).

Mature workers can play a key role in transferring organi-
zational knowledge and essential skills to less experienced
employees. Organizations can leverage this knowledge by
promoting internal knowledge transfer and intergenerational
learning. Failure to understand generational differences and
align workplace policies to generational needs can negatively
impact retention and productivity. Research by SHRM led
authors to hypothesize that relationship fit is the primary
need driving the level of job satisfaction of mature workers.
Organizations that want to stay competitive must adapt their
talent management practices in line with the shifting demo-
graphics of today’s labor pool (23).

To retain mature workers, employers must offer work
arrangements and benefits that align with the needs of this
labor pool. Incentives to retain mature workers include flex-
ible work arrangements (e.g., telecommuting, compressed
work weeks), training to upgrade skills, time off for volun-
teerism, phased retirement, reduced shift work mentoring
arrangements, and consulting positions. These workers
have substantial experience that can be used with the aid of
part-time, comp-time, and telecommuting policies. A study
conducted by Ernst & Young found that hiring retirees as
contractors or having an on-call pool of retirees had the high-
est impact on the retention of mature workers (23).

Burkert hypothesized that mature workers enter or return
to the workforce seeking more than just wages, stability or

steady hours. Any job that asks for more than they are willing
to give in time will probably not be kept (22).

Staffing is expected to increase in sectors that cater to the
older generation. Furchtgott-Roth suggests that to meet the
challenges of the next decade, organizations need to expand
the flexibility of labor markets: make the workforce more
attractive to senior citizens by allowing employers to offer
part-time work without tax penalties and fixed costs; increase
the mobility of the workforce by providing defined contribu-
tion benefit plans. These tactics help pension portability for
employees who can take plans with them and ease the finan-
cial burden of company-sponsored pensions (21).

Still, younger employees can also make up an important
piece of transit staffing. In Business Insurance magazine, Fletcher
reports that “experts consider helping [young] workers balance
the demands of work and life vital to recruiting and retaining
young employees” (24). According to Fletcher, Deloitte and
Touche USA L.L.P. found that members of the younger work-
force share the following workforce characteristics:

• Value empowerment/excitement and are idealistic,
• Are more loyal to one employer than Generation X, if they

can have multiple experiences there,
• Value open social networks that embrace honest commu-

nication, and
• See technology as a way of life (24).

Also of note is the increasingly large role immigrants are
playing in the transportation industry. In his study The Chang-
ing Face of Taxi and Limousine Drivers, Schaller compiled sta-
tistics provided by the U.S. Census Bureau for the past four
census periods. Schaller found that, in the year 2000, 38% of
U.S. taxi and limo drivers were immigrants, up from 8% in
1970 and 27% in 1990. Schaller calls this “one of the highest
proportions of immigrant workers of any occupation in the
U.S.” (25).

Impact of Management Characteristics 
and Practices

TCRP Synthesis 71: Paratransit Manager’s Skills, Qualifica-
tions, and Needs, focuses on the characteristics of successful
paratransit managers. In a survey of paratransit managers
throughout the nation, respondents noted that a strong team
of operators and dispatchers is the backbone of paratransit
operations. Respondents cited the importance of managers to
know and develop their staffs and to maintain a supportive
employment culture. According to these paratransit profes-
sionals, attention to these factors will allow the managers to
spend less time on managing staff and hiring and training
replacements. Good communication and delivering good
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and bad news early and honestly to all affected constituents
was seen as essential for any person in the paratransit man-
ager role (26).

In 60 Ways to Improve Driver Recruitment and Retention,
Burkert discusses the importance of good management char-
acteristics and notes that vehicle operator surveys indicate
that poor relationships, especially with management, account
for a significant part of turnover. According to Burkert, every
supervisor should be trained in human relations skills. Addi-
tionally, Burkert notes that the responsibility for managing
and cultivating a company relationship with operators often
falls to the line supervisor, dispatcher, or operations manager
and that no amount of programming, new ideas, pay raises,
or incentive plans can overcome a bad dispatcher. Manage-
ment support and positive feedback is consistently cited as
integral to productive workforce relations (22).

Shortage of Vehicle Operators in Other
Sectors: Fixed-Route Transit, School Bus,
and Trucking

Fixed-Route Transit

Research reported in the 2002 TCRP Report 77: Managing
Transit’s Workforce in the New Millennium found that opera-
tor positions are the most difficult positions in which to
maintain employees. While the reasons for this difficulty
vary, many agencies indicated that not being able to offer
competitive wages caused difficulties in recruiting and retain-
ing employees (27). As previously noted, many transit agen-
cies must compete for employees with commercial enterprises
that offer higher wages.

A recent article in Mass Transit magazine highlights the
impact of the vehicle operator shortage on one city, which is
symbolic of a nationwide problem. Amarillo, Texas’ city bus
system runs fixed routes as well as other transportation ser-
vices, including transporting school children to and from
school and to extracurricular activities. Due to the shortage
of vehicle operators, school district supervisors and techni-
cians have had to drive routes; transit employees have had to
work numerous overtime shifts (causing exhaustion and ill
health); and routes have been cancelled. Amarillo is using a
multi-pronged approach to recruit and retain its operator
workforce—recruit in locations that will allow more people
to know about the job, hire retirees, and provide city benefits
to all operators, including the additional benefit of being a
member of the Texas Teacher Retirement System (28).

In Fargo, North Dakota, city officials who were worried
about a bus operator shortage that was causing missed routes
requested that the company under contract to provide fixed-
route and paratransit service to residents of Fargo increase
starting wages for all operators. At the time of the request,

local unemployment rates were low, as was the starting wage
of bus operators, $7.00 per hour, as compared to other indus-
tries (29).

School Bus

Fairfax and Prince William Counties, in Virginia, also have
experience in dealing with severe bus operator shortages. In
2006, those counties were short about 180 school bus opera-
tors, causing students to miss the start of their morning classes.
Though the districts were offering up to $15 per hour for
starting operator positions, many potential applicants were
turned off by the perceived pressures of the job, such as the
stress of daily driving and dealing with children. In response,
the district offered operators $1,000 bonuses for recruiting
other operators, and new operators who stayed at least 90 days
received a $500 bonus. Additionally, Fairfax County began
offering benefits to operators who worked only 20 hours per
week (30).

Literature on issues related to the recruitment and reten-
tion of school bus operators shows some similarities to the
issues faced by those providing complementary paratransit
services. One study that involved interviews with a random
sample of 50 transportation officials from public schools in
Indiana revealed a widespread shortage of qualified bus oper-
ators in that state. Between 51% and 77% of all Indiana pub-
lic school transportation corporations experienced shortages
of bus operators in the year prior to the study. Greater than
75% responded that the shortages were caused by the part-
time nature of operator jobs. A variety of other reasons were
cited as the causes for shortages of bus operators—qualified
operators are also qualified for other work that pays more per
hour, and operators do not want the responsibility of driving
or dealing with children (30).

Similarly, a 2001 study of South Carolina school bus oper-
ator turnover revealed that the turnover rates in local school
districts was 27%. Several factors contributed to high turn-
over: low pay rates, unavailability of fringe benefits, lack of
full-time employment, and equipment and student behavior
problems (31). The study concluded that school bus opera-
tors in that state were underpaid, especially for safety-related
positions, leading to high turnover and a limited applicant
pool. The Council suggested a bus operator pay increase of
13% to 45% (31).

Trucking Industry

Several publications highlight operator shortage and reten-
tion as the most serious problem in the trucking industry,
with no long-term strategy in place for solving the problem.
An October 2005 article by Swain cited turnover rates of
100% or more, resulting in a continuous scramble to recruit
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and re-train new operators. Swain hypothesized that opera-
tor recruitment is not the issue; the issue is one of retention.
The alleged “proven fact” is that operators leave companies
because they perceive a lack of communication and believe
that they are not respected or valued. Operators complain
that companies do not treat them well (33).

In addition to fair treatment, vehicle operators want to
know what is expected of them, whom they work for, how
they are doing, how to resolve problems, and what is going on
in the company that will affect them (33).

A report by the Gallup organization, commissioned by the
American Trucking Association Foundation, included inter-
views with 801 truck operators to determine activities that
most influence operator satisfaction. Operators identified a
number of factors: support from the company when on the
road, friendliness of managers, company expectations around
schedules, fairness of the managers, amount of physical load-
ing and unloading, amount of general non-driving work,
schedule, and most especially, time away from home (32).

In another study of truck operator retention, which involved
an extensive literature review on operator turnover, brain-
storming sessions with truck operators, and a review of oper-
ator exit interviews, researchers reported that dispatcher
responsiveness has a greater impact on operator retention than
was originally realized (33).

Successful Approaches to Recruiting 
and Retaining Transit Vehicle Operators

Literature related to recruiting and retaining transit vehi-
cle operators has increased quite a bit in the past decade.
Some writings provide paratransit-specific information. For
instance, recommendations resulting from the 2005 National
Council on Disability research study, The Current State of
Transportation for People with Disabilities in the United States,
include

• Equalize salaries and benefits of fixed-route and paratran-
sit operators, with the rationale that research has docu-
mented that such action can reduce chronic paratransit
problems such as high turnover and difficulties in main-
taining a stable, skilled force of operators.

• Consider training operators on both service modes and
rotate operators between fixed-route and paratransit service.

• Undertake studies to determine the impact of the discrep-
ancy in employee wages and benefits between fixed-route
operators and paratransit operators on service quality and
other factors (5).

In TCRP Synthesis 40, the authors cite a number of innova-
tive recruiting methods for securing bus operator applicants.
Well-planned and highly targeted graphically appealing adver-

tising and outreach programs can be successful in this regard.
Some agencies award bonuses to employees who recruit new
bus operators. Others display promotional buses at major pub-
lic and sporting events and have bus operators available to talk
to prospective operators. Other tactics, which apply to all
organizations and most job categories, include providing web-
site access for potential recruits; focusing on inside sources,
current or former employees, and internal job postings; and
seeking recruits through schools and fraternal, religious, and
community organizations. The report also emphasizes the
importance of a realistic job preview as a factor in attracting
applicants and retaining new hires (34).

TCRP Report 77: Managing Transit’s Workforce in the New
Millennium cited a number of best practices in this regard.
For example, Pierce Transit gives each new bus operator
applicant a handout that describes typical scenarios in the
work life of a vehicle operator. This practice seems to cut
down on the number of dropouts during the new employee
orientation period (27).

TCRP Report 77 also identified one successful strategy for
recruiting operators that included interviewing, administering
drug tests, and signing up new employees in one day. Another
approach is to partner with community colleges and offer
classes on-site as a recruitment and retention incentive. Accord-
ing to the transit systems highlighted in the report, internal and
external partnering appears to lead to higher retention rates.
Partnering approaches include working with outside organi-
zations; partnering new employees with seasoned operators
(mentor programs); and partnering among different depart-
ments within an organization in ways that lead to information
sharing in the community and among employees (27).

TRB Special Report 275 recommends more partnering be-
tween community organizations like high schools and com-
munity colleges—potential sources of applicants. It further
suggests making human resources a priority in transit agen-
cies. The report also stresses the importance of high-quality
training. Although Congress allows 0.5% of funding to tran-
sit agencies to be used for training, most agencies do not use
any of it. According to the authors of the report, successful
transit organizations spend 2% of their payroll on training (8).

TCRP Synthesis Report 52: Transit Operator Health and
Wellness Programs found that quite a number of transit agen-
cies embrace the health and wellness of operators as a critical
employee development and retention issue. Six case studies
of transit agencies in this report highlight various approaches
for retaining a healthy operator workforce through compre-
hensive health and wellness programs (35).

Literature from abroad provides a view of similarities
between successful recruitment and retention practices in
the United States and the United Kingdom. Best practices
used in the United Kingdom are a comprehensive induction
(orientation) period including focused training, support
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from mentors, and regular performance reviews, all of which
have been found to reduce turnover of new hires. In addition,
increased pay and benchmarking pay rates against other driv-
ing jobs reduce costs in the long run by reducing training and
managing of new hires (36).

First Group, an international transportation firm based in
the United Kingdom, has worked to increase retention of
transit operators with the implementation of a mentoring
and coaching element as part of its retention strategy. The
company experienced a reduction in turnover of 9% over a 
2-year period. Under this scenario, each new operator is
assigned a “buddy” to mentor and coach them informally in
the first two weeks on the job. Operators are then given an
Assessor who coaches and assesses them for approximately
6 months and until they achieve a designated level of com-
petency as an operator (36).

Similar retention approaches have been in place at a num-
ber of U.S. transit agencies for some time. The following two
examples are cited in TCRP Report 77:

• At Citifare in Reno, Nevada, mentors are selected from
among veteran operators who have good records and show
potential for teaching others what they know. Through
an extended mentor training program, potential mentors
develop skills in how to support new operators in each
aspect of their jobs.

• At Duluth Transit Authority in Duluth, Minnesota, the
mentoring program, in which each new employee is assigned
a veteran operator as a mentor, serves as a bridge for new
operators into the agency culture and work environment.
The mentor helps the new operator acclimate to the agency,
and serves as a source of information about operational poli-
cies and procedures, schedules, vehicles, and agency events.
The mentor also provides a safe resource for questions and
concerns the new operator may have (27).

The study in TCRP Report 77 also identifies ways to enhance
or establish partnering relationships between management and
labor leadership as mechanisms for attracting, training, and
maintaining a qualified workforce. Thirteen transit-agency
case studies revealed commonalities and differences in how
transit agencies respond to the challenge of maintaining a qual-
ified workforce, especially in difficult-to-recruit and -retain
positions. The 55-page Human Resources Guide included in
this report is a reference tool of best practices that transit agen-
cies throughout the nation have found effective in recruiting
and retaining a qualified workforce (27).

Employee retention is not a new issue, but the increasing
mobility of the work force presents a stronger challenge to the
retention of qualified workers. Factors that enhance retention
range from quality-of-life improvements to a greater com-
mitment to training and development. Retention has always

been important, but it is taking on a new focus as competi-
tion to find and retain top-quality employees intensifies.
TCRP Report 77 concluded that while increased attention
has been paid to recruiting qualified transit workers, little
attention has been given to retaining employees. None of the
13 case studies of best practice organizations had a specific
strategy for retaining employees in difficult-to-recruit and 
-retain positions. Each employed practices that have been
helpful in this regard, but specific attention to retention was
lacking (27).

Financial compensation is still a primary consideration for
most workers. However, they also want opportunities to
pursue their own interests and personal growth. Employer
contributions to workers’ quality of life and job satisfaction
often include flex-time as well as a greater commitment to
innovative approaches to recognize and reward their work-
ers. Organizations that excel in these areas are seeing a posi-
tive difference in productivity gains and in retaining quality
people (20).

TCRP Report 124 notes that some transit providers have
increased compensation for demand response vehicle opera-
tors to make it more in line with fixed-route operator com-
pensation. It also notes that some systems have taken steps in
the procurement of services to ensure more stable vehicle
operator workforces—such as specifying minimum levels of
pay or requiring that, if there is a change in service providers,
qualified vehicle operators be retained. (7)

Workforce Planning: A Tool for Facilitating
Vehicle Operator Availability

The increasing number of baby boom retirements is
expected to have a dramatic effect on the transportation indus-
try. Planning for and developing a new workforce must begin
in earnest but with a clear recognition that the new genera-
tion of employees will bring a different set of priorities, val-
ues, and talents to the work place. This generation grew up in
the electronic age, is more comfortable with change, has
greater expectations for job satisfaction, and is willing to chal-
lenge authority and be challenged by the demands of their
work. The success of the new generation will depend to a great
extent on the ability of employers to use their attributes and
introduce the emerging work force to innovative approaches
to work force planning and development (20).

The TRB Special Report 275 emphasizes that in recruiting
and retaining transit agency employees, one size does not fit
all. Successful recruitment and retention practices depend
largely on projecting the strategic needs of the organization
and applying a diverse mixture of measures to meet those
needs (8). One report produced by the Motor Carrier Coun-
cil of Canada emphasized the importance of human resources
planning in maintaining a qualified bus operator workforce.
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Using planning tools and keeping up to date with economic
and demographic changes and internal workforce character-
istics can play a large part in securing and retaining the cur-
rent and future workforce (37).

TCRP Synthesis Report 40: A Challenged Employment System:
Hiring, Training, Performance Evaluation, and Retention of Bus
Operators cites proactive bus operator workforce planning
models at two transit agencies—San Diego Transit and Utah
Transit Authority. At both agencies, these models address con-
siderations such as agency historical experience, operating
requirements, service changes, service variability, absenteeism
rates, turnover, training and transition-to-work turnover,
selection time frame, and training duration. While such mod-
els can be helpful, in order for them to reach their full poten-
tial, they require regular maintenance and data updating (34).

TCRP Report 77: Managing Transit’s Workforce in the New
Millennium provides guidelines that enable employers to assess
their own workforce needs, especially in difficult-to-recruit
and difficult-to-retain positions. The guidelines are presented
in the form of a self-assessment tool that allows the user to
examine policies, practices, and other factors that may influ-
ence a transit agency’s ability to maintain a qualified workforce.
The tool views recruiting and retaining a qualified workforce
from a total system perspective, which requires an organiza-
tional team effort for maximum benefit of its use (27).

One aspect of workforce planning that organizations have
begun to embrace is to begin planting the seeds to cultivate
interest in young people much earlier. Reaching out to
schools, vocational programs, and universities is an increas-
ingly popular approach (20).

Successful Approaches Cited 
in Other Transportation Sectors

In 10 Ways to Reduce Driver Turnover, Smith suggests that
truck operator recruiters need more training and better tools.
Recruiters are under pressure to hire anyone who qualifies
under USDOT rules. The cost of poorly targeted advertising,
unprofessional interviewing, and poorly defined and enforced
qualification standards, followed by inadequate post-hiring
training, all contribute to the high price of recruitment and
retention. Smith says that organizations can remedy this
dilemma by automating some of the tasks and providing
recruiters with help on administrative details. Today’s tech-
nology allows recruiters to build an operator information file
as they talk with the operator. Automation can also give com-
panies a readily accessible database of potential candidates.
To address this issue, some companies are using “behavioral
tests that evaluate key personality characteristics such as
aggressiveness, sociability, patience and conformity.” Smith
goes on to state that the employer should create and clearly
define and articulate career paths within the organization. In

addition, new and existing operators should be recognized
for their experience, good performance, skills, and tenure
within the company (38).

New employee orientation has received considerable atten-
tion in literature as critical for new trucker assimilation. New
employee orientation is the very first step of retention that
prepares the new hire to feel like a part of the organization.
Literature about new truck operator orientation suggests that
operators should receive properly designed orientation train-
ing with clearly defined job expectations. Authors agree that
strong orientation takes the guesswork out of a new job and
provides guidelines for behavior so that new operators know
from the start what is expected from them and what they can
expect from the company. Macklin suggested approaches to
a basic orientation include a welcome from a senior officer,
completion of the administrative requirements for the hiring
process and job specific subjects such as safety, benefits, com-
pensation, company operations, maintenance procedures,
tour of the facility, and hands-on demonstrations (39).

According to trucking estimates, as much as 75% of a car-
rier’s turnover comes in the first 90 days after an operator is
hired. Misunderstandings are a big factor in turnover during
the first 90 days. Many believe it is due to poor orientation (40).
Orientation should be the time when truck operators start
forming relationships with others in the company. Fleet exec-
utives should visit each new orientation class and include a tour
of the company to help operators connect with the whole com-
pany, not just their classroom. Operators should also meet
their assigned dispatchers or fleet managers who are the oper-
ator’s connection with the company on a daily basis (33, 40).

Belin and Lackwood suggested that the orientation should
be spread over several weeks and include more than just a
cursory introduction to the organization’s policies and pro-
cedures. Their 2006 study, sponsored by SHRM, provides
detailed guidelines for the development of an effective orien-
tation program (40).

The study focused on the concept of orientation as effective
onboarding that enables the new employee to learn the organi-
zational culture and behavior. Retaining newcomers is a chal-
lenge and many leave within the first few months. The research
focuses on socialization, “a process in which an individual
acquires the attitudes, behaviors and knowledge needed to
successfully participate as an organizational member.” A typ-
ical socialization process includes the following three stages: 

• Anticipatory socialization occurs before the new employee
joins the organization. Through interactions with represen-
tatives of the business, such as recruiters and managers, the
employee forms expectations about the organization and
the job prior to entry. 

• The encounter stage starts when the new employee begins
a new job and starts to learn about job tasks and receives
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training. At this point, managers can exert their influence
by helping the new employee understand specific roles and
duties. Also, by understanding the stresses and issues that
newcomers experience, managers can help cultivate a high-
quality work relationship with each newcomer. 

• Settling in occurs when the new employee begins to feel
comfortable with the demands of the new position and social
relationships with fellow employees. The employee will be
interested in learning how his or her performance will be
evaluated and potential internal career opportunities (41). 

The importance of management training and actions has
received increased attention in employee retention literature.
It is generally agreed that managers should be trained in peo-
ple skills and how to recognize the signs of stress in them-
selves and in operators, and how to do something about it
before it becomes problematic. Training should also include
negotiation skills. Look for the win-win situation and solu-
tion. Vehicle operators also want to be shown appreciation
and respect. A simple “thank you” can lead to a culture of
“people appreciating people” and a great place to work. Reg-
ular performance reviews are also important. Reviews should
note areas where operators excel and where performance can
be improved, along with suggestions that help them make
those improvements. Operators should also be able to bring
up problems or issues that concern them (40).

According to Brandon, recruitment branding is a work-
force planning concept that is gaining prominence in employ-
ment circles. The key to success is honestly portraying an
organization’s strengths and culture. The author suggests that
the image an employer projects for potential hires should be
honest. Employers should develop a list of five to 10 top, hon-
est messages that the candidate needs to know: opportunity
for advancement; chance to help in an important cause; the
opportunity to develop highly prized skills; the respect of
working for an industry leader; or the ability to reap benefits
and perks. Hiring managers are no longer able to attract
employees with just salary and benefits. Employees are look-
ing for employers who are truthful on the front end. And since
recruitment drives retention, employers may enjoy greater
retention with honesty (42).

In 60 Ways to Improve Driver Recruitment and Retention,
Burkert provides an in-depth analysis of vehicle operator
recruitment and retention issues in the trucking industry
(22). While some of the information is specific to trucking,
much is also applicable to bus and paratransit services.

Burkert points out that the potential employees sought by
truck and bus employers are also sought by manufacturers,
service establishments, construction employers, and dozens
of other types of businesses. He notes that companies need to
make themselves “stand out” to be successful in recruiting.
Wages need to be competitive with these other job sectors or

the pool of potential applicants will be reduced. He adds that
it is also essential that companies “stand out” in terms of non-
wage “people issues.” Pay alone is not always the answer since
other companies will probably be willing to match increases.

Burkert observes that job vacancies offer the temptation to
fill a position with a less than ideal candidate but suggests that
this can have disastrous consequences. Failing to hire prop-
erly may shift and delay costs and consequences, but it does
not eliminate them. He states that “In the face of chronic
operator shortages and strong customer demand for service,
carriers first decline to discipline their vehicle operators, and
then refuse to terminate, even in the face of poor perfor-
mance, and finally and inevitably, lower their standards of
conduct for the operators in their employ. This downward
spiral is one that impacts company revenue, profits, employee
productivity and, perhaps worst of all, operational safety.”

Burkert also notes that hiring new employees isn’t free, no
matter how you do it. He states that estimates of the cost of
hiring and placement range broadly but are almost always
measured in the thousands of dollars. This claim is also sup-
ported by Diane Arthur in The Employee Recruitment and
Retention Handbook, who notes that research indicates that
the average cost per employee hired and trained is about 25%
of that employee’s annual salary (42).

Burkert points out that recruitment and retention are two
sides of the same coin. Actions taken to retain current vehicle
operators, assuming they are effective and meaningful, are
often the same things that will attract job seekers. He offers
the following three general strategies for being successful in
recruitment and retention:

• Make your company a desirable place to work,
• Provide competitive wages and compensation, and
• Offer careers instead of jobs.

Burkert suggests that companies must first be realistic in
analyzing which positive and negative factors and forces are
in place to make an applicant feel that the company is either
a desirable place to work or an unattractive one. He states that
it is essential that promises to recruits be in line with reality.
If new employees aren’t going to get the best runs or hours
they need, don’t say they will. He states that “A swinging door
that fills the ‘bottom rung’ of the company roster contributes
nothing but additional costs.”

Burkert cites studies that suggest that there are only a few
things that really attract employees to companies, such as the
following:

• Trust—a business and supervisors that employee can have
faith in;

• Compatibility with peers—co-workers one can appreciate
and take pride in; and
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• Character of the work—challenges accompanied by man-
agement support.

He also claims studies show that what operators want and
need from their jobs are the following:

• Appreciation of their efforts;
• Insight and information—being “in on things;”
• Recognition—not only awards and bonuses but recogni-

tion of their company decisions that take employee prefer-
ences into consideration to the extent possible;

• Respect—courtesy, equality and explanation;
• Pride in the job done;
• Adequate compensation;
• Security;
• A better balance between home and work time—one of the

most frequent complaints about driving (in trucking) is
the overwhelming demands on the individual’s time;

• Better pay for the work done;
• Fringe benefits—“health insurance is the king;”
• Relationships with co-workers—build mechanisms for

employees to interact; and
• Training opportunities.

Burkert points out that not all employees are driven by the
“top dollar.” Other factors are also important. But the wage
must be competitive. He notes that higher wages are most
beneficial to expand the labor pool from which a company
might be able to draw applicants. He claims that competitive
wages are critical to successful recruitment but notes that
wages are only one of many factors in retention. He suggests
that even with higher wages, other factors such as a negative
work environment will still cause turnover. At the same time,
he emphasizes the importance of a reasonable wage, stating:
“No amount of company programming, feel-good incen-
tives, image-building and ‘friendly workplace’ efforts will
replace a livable wage. A job must allow employees to meet
the basic needs of themselves and their families.”

Burkert emphasizes the need to “hire attitude and train
skills.” He highlights a case study of a successful company that
“began to hire persons with good attitudes and trained those
individuals to drive” rather than just hiring “experienced”
operators from other companies.

Burkert also emphasizes the need to offer vehicle operators
opportunities for advancement. He states that in his opinion
the difference between careers and jobs causes the worst of
the trucking industry’s operator shortage problem. He sug-
gests that to really address the issue, companies must consider
ways to create more “careers” and offer fewer and fewer “jobs.”
This means finding those who are seeking to make a long-
term commitment to the job and giving them an opportunity
to grow and earn.

Burkert indicates that another key part of the operator
turnover problem is poor relationships between operators
and supervisors, dispatchers, and managers. He emphasizes
that supervisors, dispatchers, and managers must “talk, listen
and respond” to operators.

Burkert lists the following 18 questions that he encourages
companies to ask themselves if they are interested in reduc-
ing turnover:

1. Have you assured your wages are adequate and in line with
prevailing labor rates? How do you know for sure?

2. Have you verified that the number of hours worked by
employees meets their expectations?

3. Have you found ways to reduce downtime and time away
from home? (mainly a trucking issue)

4. Have you provided personal growth through skill and knowl-
edge training?

5. Have you considered “Hire an attitude, teach a skill?”
6. When was the last time you tried to learn what parts of the

job your employees liked the most and the least?
7. If you have up-to-date information about employee likes

and dislikes, what did you do about them?
8. What avenues have you provided for the operator to achieve

personal status or recognition?
9. How have you enriched the vehicle operator’s job?

10. How have you made driving at your company a career
instead of a job?

11. Have you instituted a longevity incentive or bonus scheme?
12. Have your supervisors been trained in human relations

skills?
13. Is there an effective system for internal two-way communi-

cation?
14. How do you keep employees informed about the company,

its business and events and their role in each of these things?
15. How do you know there is no better place to work in your

region?
16. Does your trip or route job assignment system meet both

customer and employee needs?
17. Is there a means for operators to learn, grow and become

more skilled?
18. Have you upgraded your standards so employees can take

pride in where they work?

Finally, Burkert lists 60 ideas for helping with recruitment
and retention of operators. While some are specific to the
trucking industry, the following are applicable to bus and para-
transit operations:

• Referral bonuses: should be about one week’s typical pay.
• Pay referral bonuses incrementally based on new hire

longevity.
• Diverse advertising through multiple advertising media.
• Multiple toll-free numbers linked to each advertising

media so you can determine which is working best.
• Use recruiting websites: Don’t overlook online recruiting

and respond quickly to internet responses.
• Make quick hiring decisions to avoid losing the best

applicants.
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• Listen to the “buzz” in the industry about your company
and working for your company.

• Recruiting telephone lines should be staffed by knowledge-
able people who are there when calls come in and who can
respond to questions; never put an employment call on
hold; and staff on recruitment lines should have good tele-
phone manners.

• Consider ex-military applicants and use post-military
recruiting programs.

• Be sure that applicant expectations and descriptions given
of the job match the reality.

• Emphasize hiring an attitude and then training the skills.
• Use applicant tests to assure a good match.
• Consider selective advertising on applicant pools that may

have people with the right attitudes.
• Provide good training and use this as a recruitment feature

and provide ongoing training opportunities.
• Attend job fairs.
• Try to design shifts that are attractive.
• Train supervisors in good management skills.
• Build a team and co-worker relationship.
• Offer trip assignments in a way that more evenly distrib-

utes the most desirable work.
• Sponsor company breakfasts and lunches and develop

company social events.
• Distribute awards at public events attended by worker

families.
• Seek input from vehicle operators.
• Develop opportunities for feedback and company inter-

action.
• Create a news and information system about the company.
• Give operators access (open-door policies).
• Avoid mediocre job and employee performance require-

ments.
• Create a suggestion box.
• Pay attention to the company image.

Focus Group Findings

Input on recruitment and retention was also obtained from
operators, front-line supervisors, and managers through a series
of focus group meetings. To allow for a broad cross-section of
participants, the focus groups were conducted remotely via
conference calls. Participants from across the country were
identified, contacted, and asked to call in to the meetings.

Four focus groups were conducted—two with operators,
one with supervisors of operators, and one with managers of
paratransit services, representing nine transit systems. Two
objectives formed the basis for questions asked during the
focus groups: (1) to get views of participants on factors that
affect paratransit vehicle operator recruitment and (2) to get
views on factors that affect retention of vehicle operators.

The participating systems were identified and selected with
the assistance of the project’s Expert Panel. One group of oper-
ators was selected from systems considered stable from the
standpoint of recruitment and retention of paratransit opera-
tors. A second focus group was conducted with operators from
agencies considered challenged in the areas of recruitment and
retention of operators. In three of the systems considered sta-
ble, operators were employed to drive both paratransit and
fixed-routes. In the challenged systems, operators were hired
solely to drive paratransit vehicles. For both groups, two oper-
ators were selected from each agency. In order to get the views
of both newer and veteran operators, the team, with the assis-
tance of provider managers, selected from each agency one
operator with less than two years of service and one with more
than three years of service. In most cases, both operators who
had been selected joined in on the focus group call. Each par-
ticipant received a $50 stipend for their participation.

The nine participants in the supervisor focus group were
all direct supervisors of vehicle operators. The manager focus
group consisted of a combination of nine operations man-
agers and general managers.

At the beginning of each focus group, the moderator made
overview comments, which are summarized in the following
statements:

• Each session was scheduled for two hours, with a 5-minute
break midway through the session.

• A series of pre-approved questions was asked during this
session. Each person was to give their first name with each
response to ensure comments were accurately recorded.

• The session was being recorded digitally to facilitate accu-
rate recording and analysis of comments made during the
session.

• If there was time left at the end of the session, participants
would be given an opportunity to provide additional infor-
mation that may help the research team better understand
issues related to paratransit vehicle operator recruitment
and retention.

Subsequent to the introductory remarks, the moderator
asked participants to introduce themselves and tell how long
they had been employed in paratransit services and how long
they had been in their current positions. The following sec-
tion captures the essence of focus group findings.

Attractiveness of the Operator Position

Operators in both groups reported that they were attracted
to the position of paratransit vehicle operator for a variety of
reasons. The most frequent response was the desire to help
people, followed by liking to drive, being outside, and being
independent. While the most frequent position previously
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held was in retail or a similar level job, some took the opera-
tor position because of the opportunity for a post-retirement
career change.

Operators from challenged systems unanimously agreed
that they were attracted to the job and remain on the job
because they liked driving and/or working with people with
disabilities. The following are examples of statements made
by participants:

• “I enjoy serving my clients. It’s rewarding.”
• “I enjoy helping people who might not have anyone else.”
• “Working with people with disabilities you get to know

them well.”
• “I love working with people with disabilities and seniors.”
• “I like being out here by myself.”

Operators concurred on what they felt typically attracts
other applicants to the position of vehicle operator. The desire
to help others was listed most often. In a few cases, the repu-
tation of the transit agency or contracting company was listed
as a factor that attracts applicants. In systems where the level
of pay was described as “good,” this was seen as attractive to
applicants. The same factors that attract other operators
were mentioned as the reasons they stay on as operators, with
some focus group participants remaining on the job for up to
15 years or more. In addition to the reasons that were men-
tioned for being attracted to the position, the relationships
operators form with clients over a period of months or years
were cited as reasons some people stay on the job. Two partic-
ipants in the stable group mentioned the good pay and bene-
fits as well as the transit agency being like a family as factors
contributing to longevity of operators.

The views of the majority (75%) of supervisors on what
attracts people to apply for paratransit operator positions
paralleled those of operators. They concurred that the desire
to help others is the primary attraction to the position. Two
supervisors mentioned that often people do not know what
the job entails before completing an application. It is their
belief that sometimes job seekers see a sign for a job opening
and because of difficult economic times apply for the para-
transit operator job in search of job security.

Why Some Do Not Apply

Operators in the challenged group unanimously agreed
that the wage level for paratransit operators is a major barrier
to recruiting and retaining paratransit operators stating the
following: “The pay needs to be raised for all we do. The pay
is too low and the responsibility so big. The job does not pay
much unless you are with the company for a long time.” In
addition, the uncertainty of schedules was cited as a possible
reason that others do not apply.

Several operators in the challenged and stable system groups
mentioned inability or lack of desire to work with people with
disabilities or the mentally challenged as reasons that some
people may not apply. One operator stated, “It isn’t for every-
one.” The inability to read maps was cited as a deterrent to
some applying for the position. Other factors cited by opera-
tors were the lack of knowledge of the service area, followed
by low pay and benefits, and licensing requirements.

Supervisors expressed the belief that not knowing the layout
of the service area is the primary reason people do not apply for
the operator position. In addition, low pay and licensing
requirements were cited as deterrents to attracting applicants.
Several supervisors stated that overall benefits packages for
paratransit operators are pretty bleak compared to those of
fixed-route operators and adversely impact recruitment. In
areas where the pay and benefits are considered good and are
comparable to fixed-route operators, such as occurs in the sta-
ble systems, maintaining a satisfactory applicant pool is not
considered a problem.

Managers in challenged systems also saw the pay structure
and poor benefits as the primary issues in attracting operators.
One person described the pay as being “the same wages as Wal-
Mart.” The initial training pay is also a problem because in
most cases, training wages are less than post-training pay. Lack
of customer service skills were cited by managers in challenged
and stable systems as a problem in attracting the right type of
people to the job.

How Providers Attract Applicants

Operators in both groups identified a number of approaches
that their employers use to attract vehicle operator applicants,
with varying degrees of success. Ads on buses, banners in front
of the transit facilities, newspaper ads, and word of mouth are
some of the most frequently used. The operators felt that word
of mouth was one of the most effective recruiting tools. They
mentioned that as they are driving their routes, people ask
them about their jobs and inquire about openings. In this way,
operators become informal recruiters for their employers.
Some providers offer employee referral programs, in which the
referring operator receives a bonus when the person they refer
is hired, and a second payment if the person remains with the
provider for a certain period of time.

Several managers also spoke about the importance of
word of mouth as a recruiting tool. Five described formal-
ized employee referral programs to encourage employees to
spread the word about job opportunities at their agencies.
Through referral bonuses given at various intervals, employ-
ees have an incentive to identify potential operators. Five
managers also mentioned the practice of placing ads on
Internet sites such as the contractor’s website, Craigslist,
Monster, Career Builder, and in unemployment offices and
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job placement centers. One manager stated that the system
has had very positive results using one particular Internet
source to secure applicants, especially younger computer
savvy job seekers.

Why Operators Leave

Operators from challenged systems stated that a major bar-
rier to retaining operators is the lack of recognition by the
employer. One operator stated, “They are so used to manag-
ing turnover, they have forgotten how to manage people.” At
one system the operator stated, “Every now and then they
might give us a barbeque but other than that, they don’t do
anything to try to keep you.” Another operator from a chal-
lenged system reported that there is a once-a-year banquet,
but only the fixed-route operators get recognized.

Operators in the challenged group identified the way their
employer makes shift assignments as a major reason people
leave claiming that they will “schedule you a day off and then
will draft you to work on your off day.” Shifts based on senior-
ity were also identified as barriers to retention. One operator, a
female, reported that late night flex shifts are “discouraging and
kind of frightening since the system operates until midnight.”

Approximately 80% of operators in the challenged group
commented that fringe benefits for paratransit operators are
inadequate. The following are quotes from the group: “We
need better benefits. Always changing insurance and giving us
bad benefits.” One operator commented, “The people who
drive the big buses get more holidays than the paratransit
operators.”

Operators in the stable group had more difficulty stating
why most people leave their employment because there is
very low turnover at their agencies. In most of these cases,
operators drive both fixed-route and paratransit assignments.
These operators feel that the most common reason operators
leave is that they cannot deal with the stress of working with
people who are different or with disabilities. Some feel that
operators may leave because they are looking for something
different. Schedules and the inability to read a map were cited
by more than one operator as possible factors contributing to
people leaving. In one locale with a number of transit agencies
to select from, operators move from one system to another for
higher pay. It is not uncommon for operators to come to an
agency, get their Commercial Driver’s License, and go else-
where, presumably for higher pay.

Six of the nine supervisors (67%) gave poor attendance as
the primary reason for involuntary termination of operators.
The next most frequent reason given is accidents, which three
participants highlighted. Fifty percent stated that they have
difficulty covering runs, with some runs having to be distrib-
uted as add-ons. In some cases, supervisors and managers
must cover runs. Two supervisors stated they have a sufficient

number of operators available, one with an extensive extra-
board (shared with fixed-route). Supervisors estimate annual
turnover rates range from under 20% to 50%, with the major-
ity ranging between 35% and 50%.

Managers reported hours of work and working on week-
ends as other reasons operators leave the company. Thirty-
seven percent of the managers stated that operators leave for
more money. One manager stated that some use operator pay
as a second income. Another stated that turnover seems to
occur most often at the bottom of the pay scale. Managers
unanimously reported that attendance was the primary rea-
son for involuntary termination. One manager added that
accidents and relocation due to the rising cost of living were
also frequent reasons.

Managers report that initial training for operators ranges
from 1.5 to 8 weeks in length. Those with 4 weeks or less con-
cur that training should be longer. Four managers estimated
that 50% of new hires do not complete training. One partic-
ular area of concern is the need for more time learning to read
maps. Those with training lasting up to 8 weeks typically are
training for paratransit and fixed-route runs at the same time.

Factors Adversely Affecting Operator
Satisfaction and Performance

According to the supervisor group, scheduling is the most
frequently cited source of frustration for paratransit operators,
with seven of nine supervisors making statements in that regard.
In cases where an organization other than the service provider
develops the schedule, the problem is exacerbated. The most
common complaint is that the schedules are “too tight” with
not enough time to get from one point to another safely. In
addition, the number of unscheduled trips, in one case up to 
53 a day, is an ongoing challenge for operators. One supervisor
stated that 99% of operator complaints are about scheduling.
The second most frequent source of dissatisfaction reported by
operators is the disrespectful behavior of dispatchers.

The major complaint from challenged systems operators
regarding operating policies and practices revolved around
the attitude and support of dispatchers. Operators stated that
dispatchers take a long time to respond to their calls. One
operator stated: “You don’t get help from them. They don’t
know the city themselves. It is frustrating when you can’t do
what you could do because of poor planning.” The degree of
operator frustration is illustrated in the following comments:

• “Scheduling is not good.”
• “Lots of favoritism—better routes go to the people they get

along with.”
• “Will send two buses to one house for two people.”
• “Not enough time allotted to do the run; then they do an

add-on.”
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• “Dispatchers are disrespectful and rude.”
• “Dispatchers sometimes don’t sympathize with what the

operators are dealing with.”

Managers also identified scheduling as an issue that impacts
operator satisfaction. Participants reported that operators
leave due to unfavorable work hours and the schedules. Oper-
ators want weekends and holidays off. One manager stated
that changes in the schedule could result in starting 30 min-
utes earlier than originally scheduled and ending as much as
90 minutes later than scheduled. Managers concurred with
operators that disrespectful dispatchers negatively impact oper-
ator job satisfaction.

Improvement of Job Satisfaction 
and Performance

Several systems allow operator trainees additional time to
master the knowledge and skills to become proficient and
comfortable with the position. Those systems that do a real-
istic job preview during the application process and early on
in training seem to have better success at retaining operators.

Supervisors described a number of approaches their em-
ployers use to improve vehicle operator job satisfaction and
performance. Most were described in terms of incentives: 55%
(5) give safety awards; 33% (3) give attendance awards; 33%
(3) recognize the employee of the month and/or employee of
the year; and 33% (3) issue team rather than individual awards.
In several cases, employers use a combination of incentives to
recognize employees. The types of awards vary from system
to system: plaques, rings, pendants, cash bonuses (up to $250),
tee shirts, and gift certificates.

One manager reported that the employer cannot afford to
give bonuses; however, operators were recognized with pro-
motions and at safety meetings. Another reported quarterly
bonuses ($250) and a corporate bonus of an extra $100. A
third manager stated that if goals are met, the employee
receives $50 per goal met. Similar to supervisor comments,
managers cited recognition programs to include commenda-
tions, gatherings off property, employee of the month, pre-
ferred parking, recognition pins, bi-monthly bonus for safety
and attendance, customer commendations, and regional oper-
ator of the year competition. Other examples given included
regularly scheduled open forums in which operators get to talk
about anything they want to discuss. Operators who receive
customer commendations also receive a letter and certificate
from the general manager, and the commendation is posted
on the company bulletin board.

In most cases, supervisors and managers stated that opera-
tors can take their concerns to their supervisor or manager. In
some cases, committees are in place for the airing of concerns.

Quality of Processes for Resolving 
Operator Issues

Supervisors rated the quality of the processes used to
resolve operator issues on a scale of 1 to 5, with five being the
highest rating possible. While the ratings ranged from 3 to 5,
the average rating was 4.3, and only two gave ratings below 4.
Supervisors cited things like open policies, monthly safety
meetings, and union meetings—“We do a lot of listening, a
lot of avenues—safety committees, run-cutting committees,
culture club.”

Managers expressed their desire to make employees feel
they are appreciated and listened to, and that they provide
opportunities that encourage operators to communicate their
concerns. These programs include monthly lunches to say
thank you (for example, Circle of Excellence), an anonymous
call line, and an open door policy. Managers state they spend
time with operators, have suggestion boxes, and mentoring
programs. On the same scale of 1 to 5 used by supervisors,
managers rated the effectiveness of current procedures in
handling operator complaints at an average of 3.5.

One operator reported that although management says
they have an open door policy, when suggestions are made,
they respond by saying “we can’t do it that way.”

Implications of Findings

The public service nature of ADA paratransit and the impor-
tance to operators of providing an important service was a
strong theme throughout the discussions. The sense that many
individuals leave the position because they are not people-
oriented reinforces this theme and underscores the importance
of recruiting individuals who are customer-service oriented.

The expressed opinions that some individuals take the job
thinking it is a “driving” job, only to find out it involves much
more, suggests a need for improved pre-screening of candi-
dates and for more accurate previews of the job.

The low level of compensation, both wages and limited
benefits, was also a clear theme. The differences in compensa-
tion between fixed-route operators and paratransit operators
were also mentioned. Compensation in contracted services, in
particular, appears to be an issue that will require innovative
procurement and contracting efforts.

Tight scheduling and the frustrations of having to perform
difficult schedules also proved to be an important factor.
Given that tight resources and tight scheduling are likely to be
a long-term phenomenon, a realistic approach may be to
develop more effective lines of communication that “take the
pressure off ” vehicle operators. Developing a “team” attitude
toward the difficulties of the situation, rather than allowing
operators to feel like they are failing individually, may be
important in systems that are facing capacity and scheduling

21

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


pressures. Dispatch, supervisor and management support in
these cases would seem to be crucial. Ongoing recognition of
the efforts made by operators would also seem to be vital.

Poor work shifts for those without seniority was a noted fac-
tor. Alternative ways to structure shifts to better share the bur-
den of weekend and evening capacity needs may be needed.
Incentives or pay differentials for less desirable shifts might also
be considered.

Problems that can be more easily addressed include issues
people may have with map reading as well as operators leav-

ing or not applying because they do not know the area. The
findings suggest a need for better pre-screening of applicants
to identify individuals who have a reasonable sense of direc-
tion and map reading skills. Greater use of tools for identify-
ing applicants who have map reading and directional skills
seems to be needed. To address these issues, more extensive
training in map reading and orientation to the service may be
helpful. Advanced technologies such as GPS systems could
also assist vehicle operators who might have greater difficulty
reading and understanding maps.
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Development of the Survey

A survey was also developed and administered to get broad
feedback from the industry on ADA paratransit vehicle oper-
ator issues. The survey was developed to be answered both by
public transit agencies and by private companies providing
ADA paratransit services under contract to public entities. A
general set of questions was developed to be answered by all
public transit agencies, regardless of whether they operated
service directly or contracted out for some or all of the ser-
vice. Additional questions were then included for public tran-
sit agencies that operated some or all of their ADA paratran-
sit service in-house.

Public transit agencies that contracted out for some or all
of their ADA paratransit service were then asked to forward
the survey to all of their private contractors. The survey was
structured to then get specific information from these private
contractors.

Finally, the survey was structured to have slightly different
questions for public agencies and private contractors who
operated only ADA paratransit service versus those who were
involved in the operation of both ADA paratransit and fixed-
route services. For example, for entities that operated both
types of services, questions about pay rates and fringe bene-
fits asked for information for both modes.

A copy of the questions included in the electronic survey is
provided in Appendix A.

Distribution of the Survey

Two separate electronic mailings of the survey were com-
pleted. The first, in March of 2008, was sent to 352 public
transit agencies included on the member contact list of the
American Public Transit Association (APTA). APTA pro-
vided an electronic list of these member agencies. The survey
was sent electronically to the persons listed as the primary
APTA contacts with instructions to forward it to the appro-
priate individuals in the agency.

A second electronic mailing was conducted in May 2008 to
282 public transit agencies listed as members of the Commu-
nity Transportation Association of America (CTAA). The list
provided by CTAA was cross-checked with the APTA list to
eliminate duplicates.

Responses

The online survey link was kept open through June of
2008. Responses were received from 76 public transit agen-
cies. In some cases, respondents did not complete all of the
questions in the survey. Of the 76 public transit agencies that
responded, 50 complete responses were received.

Responses were also received from 47 private contractors.
This included 39 contractors who provided service for 26 of
the public transit agencies that also completed the survey. In
some cases, this included multiple contractors for a single
transit agency. It also included eight private contractors of
public transit agencies that did not complete the survey (the
public entities forwarded the survey to their contractor with-
out completing the public agency questions).

In total, a response—either from the public transit agency
and/or from one or more contractors—was received from 
84 transit districts across the country. Given that surveys were
sent to 634 different public agencies, this represents about a
13% response rate.

Responses were received from public transit agencies and
private contractors in 27 states. Of the 76 public transit agen-
cies that responded, 21 were in large urban areas, 26 were in
medium-sized cities, and 29 were in rural areas or small urban
communities.

Responses were also received from service providers of all
sizes. The total number of ADA paratransit vehicle operators
ranged from 2 to 522. Table 3-1 shows the distribution of
respondents by number of total ADA paratransit operators
employed. As shown, a total of 69 respondents indicated that
they employed vehicle operators directly. Among these 69,
there was a fairly good distribution of operations by size.

C H A P T E R  3

National Survey Results

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


Perceived Impacts of Operator
Recruitment and Retention 
(Public Entities)

Public transit agencies were asked to indicate what impact
vehicle operator recruitment and retention had on ADA para-
transit services in their area. They were asked to indicate if there
had been no impact, minimal adverse impact, a moderate
adverse impact, or a significant adverse impact. A “Not Sure”
response option was also provided. A total of 83 responses
to this question were received from public transit agencies.
As noted in the beginning of this section, responses were
received from a total of 76 different public transit agencies. In
a few cases, multiple responses to this question were received
from the same transit agency. Thirty of these contracted out

and 53 provided services in-house. Responses are shown in
Figure 3-1.

Overall, 20 of the 83 agencies (24%) indicated that vehicle
operator recruitment and retention had no impact on ser-
vices. Another 18 agencies (22%) indicated that vehicle oper-
ator recruitment had minimal impact. Twenty-five agencies
(30%) indicated a moderate impact, and 18 agencies (22%)
indicated a significant impact.

Responses varied significantly depending on whether ser-
vices were operated in-house or contracted. Nineteen of the
20 entities that reported “No Impact” were transit agencies
that operated services in-house. Eleven of the 18 that indi-
cated “Minimal Impact” were also in-house operations. On
the other hand, 15 of the 25 that reported “Moderate Impact”
were contracted operations, but 11 of the 18 that reported
“Significant Impacts” were in-house operations.

Workforce Status

In order to gauge the seriousness of the issue from providers
as well as administering agencies, a second question about
impacts was asked. All entities that operated service, both
public entities that provided service in-house as well as pri-
vate contractors, were asked to indicate the status of their
paratransit vehicle operator workforces. They were asked to
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Figure 3-1. Perceived impacts of vehicle operator recruitment and retention.

Number of ADA Paratransit
Vehicle Operators

Number of Respondents

2-25 13 
26-50 9 
51-75 13 

76-100 10 
101-200 18 

201+ 6 
Total 69 

Table 3-1. Distribution of survey respondents.
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indicate if they (1) had a full complement of operators and
had no issues, (2) did not always have a full complement of
operators and had experienced somewhat of a problem, or
(3) experienced constant shortages of vehicle operators and
had significant ongoing issues with recruitment and reten-
tion. A “Not Sure” response option was also provided.

A total of 67 agencies and companies provided a response
to this question. This included 26 public agencies that oper-
ated all or some service in-house and 41 private contractors.
Responses are shown in Figure 3-2. Sixty-two (24 public
agencies and 38 private contractors) indicated one of the
standard responses offered. Five provided “other” informa-
tion different from the standard responses offered.

Overall, 23 of the 62 respondents (37%) indicated that
they had a full complement of vehicle operators. Twenty-eight
respondents (or 45%) indicated that they do not always have
a full complement and experienced some service issues related
to operator recruitment and retention. Ten respondents (16%)
indicated a constant shortage of operators and a significant
impact on services.

Again, there was some difference between public entities
that operated service and private contractors. Twelve of the
24 public entities that answered this question (50%) indi-
cated a full workforce and no issues. A lower percentage of
private contractors (11 of 38, or 29%) reported a full work-
force. Seven public entities (28%) indicated some workforce

shortages and some service issues. On the other hand, 21 of
38 private contractors (55%) reported some workforce short-
ages and some service issues. Equal percentages of public and
private agencies reported a constant workforce shortage—
4 of the 25 public entities (16%), and 6 of the 38 private con-
tractors (16%).

Pre-Qualification Requirements

Most ADA paratransit services require pre-qualifications
for ADA paratransit vehicle operators. These include mini-
mum age requirements, good driving records, no criminal
background, and other requirements. Respondents who indi-
cated that they hired and managed ADA paratransit vehicle
operators were asked to indicate the types of pre-qualifica-
tions used in their systems. Seven common pre-qualifications
were listed as well as an “Other” option. Figure 3-3 shows
responses to this question.

As shown in Figure 3-3, all 69 public agencies and private
contractors that provided this information required a good
driving record, criminal background checks, and pre-
employment drug and alcohol tests. All but one also had a
minimum age requirement. Sixty respondents (87%) also
required proficiency in English. CDL licenses are required of
all vehicle operators at 29 of the 69 systems (42%). Another
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16 systems (23%) only require CDL licenses for operators who
drive larger vehicles in the fleet.

Ten respondents indicated that they had other pre-
qualification requirements not on the survey list. These other
requirements included the following:

• “Pre-employment physical.”
• “Must pass FCE prior to starting work.”
• “Approved I-9 Identification to work in USA.”
• “Mapping skills, customer service skills.”
• “Attend defensive driving courses. Also, CPR, first aid.

Also, University of Wisconsin Passenger Safety and Sensi-
tivity training.”

• “We offer paid training. This includes training for the CDL
license. Must be able to read a map book. Must have good
customer relation skills. Must be open to working all shifts
and weekends. Must be able to work well with passengers
with disabilities.”

• “Out of State Residency Check.”
• “Act 33 Child Abuse Clearance.”
• “Must complete the following training programs: Defen-

sive Driving, Passenger Assistance, Map Reading, First Aid/
CPR.”

• “There is no pre-qualification that an applicant must have a
CDL license, however, they must be able to attain one as it is
necessary to have this license prior to working as an Opera-
tor and they will receive it through the training process.”

Hours of Training

Survey respondents were asked to indicate how many hours
of classroom training and on-the-road training were provided
to ADA paratransit vehicle operators. A review of the responses
indicated there was a significant difference between the number
of hours of training provided by many public transit agencies
versus hours of training provided by private contractors provid-
ing service on behalf of public transit agencies. Figure 3-4 shows
the average hours of each type of training for public agencies,
private contractors, and for all respondents.

Overall, ADA paratransit vehicle operators receive an aver-
age of 127 total hours of training which includes 59 hours of
classroom training and 68 hours of on-the-road training.
Operators employed by public transit agencies receive signif-
icantly more training. These employees receive an average of
182 total hours of training, made up of 88 hours of classroom
training and 94 hours of on-the-road training. Private con-
tractors reported providing an average of 97 hours of total
training—43 hours of classroom training and 54 hours of
on-the-road training.

Training Completion Rates

All respondents who indicated that they operated services
were asked to indicate how many vehicle operator candidates
had started training in the past 12 months and how many
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completed the training. A training completion percentage
was then calculated for each. Reported training completion
rates are shown in Figure 3-5 for both public and private enti-
ties. Note that four systems indicated a 0% training comple-
tion rate. These were relatively small systems (three public
and one private) that had little or no turnover and therefore
few or no trainees.

Fifty-nine respondents provided this information—25
public agencies and 34 private contractors. Overall, the 59
respondents indicated that 66% of recruits completed train-
ing and 34% did not. For public entities, the average comple-
tion rate was 77%, and the drop-out rate 23%. For private
contractors, an average of 60% of recruits completed training
while 40% did not.

Reasons for High Training 
Drop-Out Rates

Respondents who reported that a relatively high percent-
age of recruits did not complete training (defined in the sur-
vey as more than 33%) were asked to indicate why they felt
the drop-out rate was high. Twelve respondents offered the
following explanations for the high turnover rates in their
system.

• “I believe that this job requires more skills than just driv-
ing. Many applicants apply for a driving position and
then realize it also requires a high level of customer ser-
vice, patience, and compassion. Once they realize it is more
than just driving, they tend to seek other employment. I
feel the pay rates for operators in this capacity should be

several dollars per hour higher than the national average
is currently paying. Additionally, a lack of benefits such
as medical insurance has lead to high turnover rates as
well.”

• “Low pay and/or training wage.”
• “More responsibility than salary warrants.”
• “Work is harder than anticipated.”
• “Failure of background checks.”
• “Inability to map route/decipher manifest.”
• “Difficulty working with persons with disabilities.”
• “Too much stress.”
• “Overall job pressure.”
• “Conflicting second jobs.”
• “Failure of Class B license exam.”
• “Problems understanding technology.”

Five of the reasons included in the previous list cite the
stresses, responsibilities, and difficulties of the job. Three also
cite low pay and poor fringe benefits, and two of these indicate
that the compensation does not match the requirements and
difficulties of the job. Difficulties with map reading, under-
standing the required technology, failing Class B exams, and
conflicting second jobs were cited once each.

Annual Post-Training 
Turnover Rates

Respondents that provide ADA paratransit service directly
were also asked to indicate the total number of ADA para-
transit vehicle operators in the workforce and the number
of post-training vehicle operator terminations in the past 
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12 months. An annual turnover rate for vehicle operators was
then calculated. Reported annual turnover rates are shown on
Figure 3-6. Again, rates reported by public entities are shown
in black and rates for private companies in gray. Note that 
all five of the systems that indicated no turnover in the past 
12 months were public entities.

Sixty-three respondents provided the information used in
Figure 3-6—23 public entities and 40 private companies. Over-
all, the 63 respondents indicated an annual post-training ADA
paratransit vehicle operator turnover rate of 27%. For public
entities, the average annual turnover rate was 14%. For private
contractors, the average annual turnover rate was 30%.

Work Assignments

Respondents who indicated that they provided ADA para-
transit services directly were asked to indicate how paratran-
sit work was assigned to vehicle operators. Three choices were
provided as well as an “Other” response where another method
could be described. The three provided choices were: “Vehi-
cle operators pick work shifts based on seniority,” “Vehicle
operators are hired for a specific work shift and the shift does
not vary,” and “Vehicle operators are assigned work shifts

by managers/schedulers as needed.” Figure 3-7 shows the
responses to this question.

As shown in Figure 3-7, most ADA paratransit vehicle
operators pick work shifts based on seniority. This is the case
in 55 of the 68 systems (81%) that responded to the question
about how paratransit work is assigned. In 13 systems (19%),
managers and schedulers assign work to operators as needed.
No systems indicated that vehicle operators are hired for spe-
cific work shifts. One private company indicated “Other” and
noted that work is assigned in all three ways, with some work
selected based on seniority, some assigned by managers/
schedulers as needed, and some vehicle operators hired for
specific shifts.

Use of Split Shifts

In order to efficiently provide capacity only during morn-
ing and afternoon peak periods, some transit agencies use split
shifts. Operators are asked to work several hours through the
morning peak period, take a 2-3 hour unpaid break during the
middle of the day, and then work for several hours through
the afternoon peak. This practice of using split shifts is used
for both fixed-route and paratransit services. It sometimes is
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not popular with vehicle operators, and excessive use of split
shifts could affect job satisfaction and retention.

Survey respondents were asked to indicate what percent-
age of ADA paratransit vehicle operators were asked to work
split shifts. They were also asked to indicate if these operators
were full-time or part-time employees. Finally, they were
asked for similar information about fixed-route vehicle oper-

ators if they indicated that they directly operated both types
of services. Table 3-2 summarizes the responses received.

A total of 67 respondents provided this information. This
included 24 public systems that operate services directly and
43 private contractors. Twenty of the public agencies indi-
cated that they operate both ADA paratransit and fixed-route
services and four provide just ADA paratransit service. Ten of
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the 43 private contractors operate both ADA paratransit and
fixed-route service, and 33 indicated that they operate only
ADA paratransit services.

Overall, 42 public and private respondents indicated that
some full-time paratransit operators were assigned split shifts.
On average, 22% of the full-time paratransit operators in these
systems worked split shifts. Only 18 of the respondents indi-
cated that part-time operators were used for split shifts in para-
transit operations. In these systems, about 13% of part-timers
were assigned split shifts.

Use of split shifts was more prevalent in fixed-route oper-
ations. Overall, 26 of the 30 public agencies and private con-
tractors that operated fixed-route services indicated that
full-time fixed-route operators were assigned split shifts. On
average, 35% of the full-time fixed-route operators in these
systems worked split shifts. Ten of the 20 fixed-route systems
indicated that part-time operators were used for split shifts.
In these systems, about 19% of part-time operators were
assigned split shifts.

Public transit agencies reported using split shifts slightly
more than private contractors. Nineteen of the 24 public agen-
cies that provide ADA paratransit services directly indicated
using some full-time paratransit operators for split shifts. On
average, about 28% of the full-time operators in these 19 sys-
tems worked split shifts. Only seven of the 24 public systems
indicated using part-time paratransit operators for split shifts.
In these seven systems, about 18% of part-time paratransit
operators worked split shifts.

Use of split shifts was more prevalent in public fixed-route
operations. Eighteen of the 20 public agencies that reported
providing fixed-route services directly indicated that full-

time fixed-route operators work splits shifts. Seven of the 20
systems used part-time fixed-route operators for splits. On
average, 37% of full-time fixed-route operators work split
shifts, and 22% of part-time fixed-route operators work split
shifts.

Twenty-three of the 43 private contractors reported using
full-time operators for split shifts in ADA paratransit opera-
tions. On average, about 18% of full-time paratransit operators
in these 23 systems worked split shifts. Only 11 of the 43 pri-
vate contractors reported using part-time paratransit operators
for split shifts. In the 11 systems, about 10% of part-time para-
transit operators worked split shifts.

The 10 private contractors that operated fixed-route as well
as paratransit services reported greater use of split shifts in
fixed-route operation. Eight of these 10 systems used full-time
fixed-route operators for split shifts, and about 31% of these
full-time operators worked split shifts. Three of the 10 private
fixed-route contractors used part-time fixed-route operators
for split shifts, and about 11% of these part-time operators
worked split shifts.

Pay Rates

Respondents who indicated that they hired vehicle opera-
tors and provided services directly were asked for the train-
ing, starting, and maximum pay rates of ADA paratransit
vehicle operators. Public entities and private contractors who
indicated that they operated fixed-route services in the same
area were also asked for similar pay information for fixed-
route vehicle operators. Table 3-3 summarizes the informa-
tion received.

30

Public 
Transit

Agencies
Private

Contractors Total
Total Responses 24 43 67
  Systems Providing ADA Paratransit 24 43 67
     Using full-time paratransit operators 
     for split shifts 

19 23 42

     Average % of full-time paratransit 
     Operators working split shifts 

28% 18% 22%

     Using part-time paratransit operators 
     for split shifts 

7 11 18

     Average % of part-time paratransit 
     Operators working split shifts 

18% 10% 13%

  Systems Providing Fixed-Route Service 20 10 30
     Using full-time fixed-route operators 
     for split shifts 

18 8 26

     Average % of full-time fixed-route 
     Operators working split shifts 

37% 31% 35%

     Using part-time fixed-route operators 
     for split shifts 

7 3 10

     Average % of part-time fixed-route 
     Operators working split shifts 

22% 11% 19%

Table 3-2. Use of split shifts in ADA paratransit and fixed-route
operations by public transit agencies and private contractors.
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As shown in Table 3-3, ADA paratransit vehicle operator
training wages ranged from $4.80 to $15, while fixed-route
vehicle operator training wages were slightly higher, ranging
from $5.15 to $16.79. Public entities reported slightly higher
average training wages ($9.81 average for paratransit and
$10.77 average for fixed route) compared to private com-
panies ($8.93 average for paratransit and $9.13 average for
fixed route).

ADA paratransit vehicle operator starting wages ranged
from $7 to $15.77, and fixed-route vehicle operator starting
wages ranged from $8.15 to $19.51. Public entities reported
higher average starting wages ($12.06 average for paratransit
and $12.65 average for fixed route) compared to private com-
panies ($10.47 average for paratransit and $11.39 average for
fixed route).

ADA paratransit vehicle operator maximum wages ranged
from $7.90 to $23.74, and fixed-route vehicle operator max-
imum wages ranged from $9.15 to $24.93. Public entities
reported higher average maximum wages ($16.88 average for
paratransit and $18.59 average for fixed route) compared to
private companies ($14.14 average for paratransit and $14.94
average for fixed route).

Use of Pay Differentials

Survey respondents were also asked if they used hourly pay
differentials to compensate vehicle operators for “less desir-
able” work assignments. Respondents were asked if they used

pay differentials for part-time work, split shifts, or evening
and weekend work assignments. Sixty respondents provided
this requested information. This included 21 public transit
agencies that operate service directly and 39 private contractors.
Table 3-4 shows the responses.

Only eight systems reported using pay differentials—two
public transit agencies and six private contractors. The six pri-
vate contractors indicated that pay differentials were only used
in ADA paratransit operations. One of the two public agencies
also only used pay differentials for ADA paratransit. The other
public agency used pay differentials in both ADA paratransit
and fixed-route operations. Only one system used pay differ-
entials for part-time work. And only one system used pay dif-
ferentials for split shifts. Seven systems used pay differentials
for evening and weekend work. One of these seven stated that
an extra $1.50 per hour is paid to vehicle operators who work
Saturdays and double pay is provided for work on holidays. A
second respondent stated that an extra 15% is paid for night
work. One respondent who indicated that pay differentials
were not currently in use noted, “unions would agree to vari-
able pay rates.”

Impact of Wages on Turnover

To determine if there was a relationship between vehicle
operator turnover and the amount of wages paid, these two
data elements were charted. Figure 3-8 shows the result of this
cross-tabulation. Starting wages for ADA paratransit vehicle
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Training Wage

Paratransit
Operators

Paratransit
Operators

Private ProvidersPublic Transit Agencies
Fixed Route
Operators

Fixed Route
Operators

Starting Wage

Maximum Wage

Range
Average

$7-$13.69

$8.15-$15.14

$9.13

$11.39

$9.15-$19.79
$14.94

$7-$15

$7-$14.06

$8.93

$10.47

$7.90-$20
$14.14

$5.15-$16.79

$9-$19.51

$10.77

$12.65

$12.27-$24.93
$18.59

$9.50-$15.77
$12.06

$11.81-$23.74
$16.88

$4.80-$14.19
$9.81

Range
Average

Range
Average

Table 3-3. Vehicle operator pay rates by type of entity 
and type of service (67 responses total).

Public Transit 
Agencies

Private
Contractors

Total

Total Responses 21 39 60
Use pay differentials for part-time 
work

1 1

Use pay differentials for split shifts 1 1
Use pay differentials for evening and 
weekend work 

1

0

0
6 7

Table 3-4. Use of pay differentials by public transit agencies 
and private contractors.
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operators for all respondents (public and private) is shown on
the Y-axis. Annual post-training turnover is shown on the 
X-axis. A linear trend line has also been added.

As shown, there appears to be a general relationship between
starting wages and annual turnover. On average, turnover
appears to decrease with higher starting wages. There also
appears to be significant variation, though, which suggests that
while wages do have an impact on turnover, other factors also
cause turnover. The relationship between levels of compensa-
tion and turnover rates is explored in more detail in Chapter 5.

Union Representation 
and Impacts on Wages

All respondents who indicated that they employed vehicle
operators and operated services directly were asked to indi-
cate whether or not the paratransit vehicle operator work-
force was represented by a union. Respondents were asked to
indicate if all operators were represented by a union, some
were represented by a union, or none were represented by a
union. Table 3-5 provides the responses of 71 public agencies
and private contractors who answered this question.

As shown in Table 3-5, 45 of the 71 respondents (63%)
indicated that all paratransit operators were represented by a

union. Union representation of all operators was higher
among public agencies—71% of public agency operators
were all represented, while 58% of private vehicle operators
were represented.

Another seven respondents (10%) indicated that some para-
transit vehicle operators were represented. This included 7% of
the public agencies that responded and 12% of the private con-
tractors that responded.

No paratransit operators were represented by a union in 19
of the systems that responded (27%). This included 21% of
the public agencies and 30% of the private contractors.

Responses to the question on union representation were
cross-tabulated with the information provided on paratran-
sit vehicle operator wages to determine if union representa-
tion had an impact on wages. Table 3-6 shows the informa-
tion from this cross-tabulation. Starting wage information is
used in this cross-tabulation. Information is provided sepa-
rately for public agencies and private contractors to minimize
the already known difference in pay rates between public and
private agencies.

As shown in Table 3-6, among public agencies, the average
starting pay rate was about $1.00 higher for union repre-
sented operators than for non-union operators. For private
contractors, the difference was more pronounced—$2.15
higher when all operators are part of a union and $1.43 higher
even if only some operators are part of a union. The average
starting wage in the 20 public systems where all operators
were represented was $12.33 while the average starting wage
for the 13 private contractors where no operators were part
of a union was $9.03. This difference of $3.30 per hour is sig-
nificant and explains at least some of the difference in annual
turnover between public transit agencies and private contrac-
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Figure 3-8. Relationship between starting paratransit operator
wages and annual post-training turnover.

All Some None Total
Public 20 2 28

43
71

6
13
19

Private 25 5
Total 45 7

Table 3-5. Paratransit vehicle operator 
union representation.
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tors. The high required contribution to health care benefits,
described in the following sections, is also likely another part
of the difference.

Types of Fringe Benefits Provided

Respondents who indicated that they hired vehicle opera-
tors and provided services directly were also asked to provide
information about certain fringe benefits. This included indi-
vidual health care coverage, family health care coverage, long-
term disability benefits, paid sick leave, and a retirement plan.
Information about vacation and holiday benefits was asked in
a separate question.

Where the transit agencies or private contractors operated
both paratransit and fixed-route services in the same area,
fringe benefit information for both types of vehicle operators
was requested for comparison.

Table 3-7 shows the number of public transit agencies and
private contractors that provided the requested information,
as well as the percentage of respondents indicating that they
provided each type of benefit to paratransit operators and
fixed-route operators. The types of benefits offered to full-
time as well as part-time operators are also shown.

As shown, full-time paratransit operators received paid vaca-
tions from 81% of the public transit agencies that responded,

paid holidays from 100% of the public agencies, individual
health care benefits from 70% of the public agencies, family
health care benefits from 70% of the public agencies, long-term
disability benefits from 39% of the public agencies that
responded, paid sick leave from 48% of the public agencies, and
retirement benefits from 65% of the public agencies. As might
be expected, part-time paratransit operators received these
benefits with less frequency. Part-time operators received paid
vacations from only 7% of the public transit agencies that
responded, paid holidays from 11% of the public agencies,
individual health care benefits from 28% of the public agen-
cies, family health care benefits from 22% of the public agen-
cies, long-term disability benefits from 11% of the public
agencies, paid sick leave from 22% of the public agencies, and
retirement benefits from 33% of the public agencies.

These benefits were offered to fixed-route operators by a
similar percentage of the public agencies. Full-time fixed-
route operators received paid vacations from 76% of the pub-
lic transit agencies that responded, paid holidays from 100% of
the public agencies, individual health care benefits from 76%
of the public agencies, family health care benefits from 76% of
the public agencies, long-term disability benefits from 41% of
the public agencies, paid sick leave from 53% of the public agen-
cies, and retirement benefits from 76% of the public agencies.
None of the public systems provided part-time fixed-route
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All Some None

Public 20 2
Wage Range $9.50 - $15.77 n/a

n/a
$9.50 - $12.87

Average Wage $12.33 $11.30
Private 25 13

Wage Range $9.21 - $14.06 $9.56 - $11.50 $7 - $10.50
Average Wage $11.18 $10.46 $9.03

Total 45

6

5

7 19

Table 3-6. Impacts on wages of union representation.

 Public Transit Agencies Private Contractors 
 Paratransit Fixed Route Paratransit Fixed Route 
 PT1 FT2 PT FT PT FT PT FT 

Number of Systems 
Responding

18 23 14 17 37 44 7 9 

Paid Vacation 7% 81% 0% 76% 27% 68% 14% 67% 
Paid Holidays 11% 100% 14% 100% 44% 93% 71% 100% 
Individual Health Care 28% 70% 29% 76% 19% 75% 0% 67% 
Family Health Care 22% 70% 21% 76% 19% 68% 0% 56% 
Long-Term Disability 11% 39% 7% 41% 8% 34% 14% 22% 
Paid Sick Leave 22% 48% 14% 53% 27% 54% 14% 56% 
Retirement Plan 33% 65% 36% 76% 35% 57% 14% 56% 

1 PT = part-time 
2 FT = full-time 

Table 3-7. Percent of public transit agencies and private contractors
providing fringe benefits to full-time and part-time paratransit and
fixed-route vehicle operators.
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operators with paid vacations. Part-time fixed-route opera-
tors received paid holidays from 14% of the public agencies,
individual health care benefits from 29% of the public agen-
cies, family health care benefits from 21% of the public agen-
cies, long-term disability benefits from 7% of the public
agencies, paid sick leave from 14% of the public agencies, and
retirement benefits from 36% of the public agencies.

In most cases, private companies provided these benefits
with slightly less frequency—except for part-time paratransit
operators, who received certain benefits more often under
private contractors. Full-time paratransit operators received
paid vacations from 68% of the private contractors that
responded, paid holidays from 93% of the private contrac-
tors, individual health care benefits from 75% of the private
contractors, family health care benefits from 68% of the pri-
vate contractors, long-term disability benefits from 34% of
the private contractors, paid sick leave from 54% of the pri-
vate contractors, and retirement benefits from 57% of the pri-
vate contractors. Part-time operators received paid vacations
from 27% of the private contractors that responded, paid hol-
idays from 44% of the private contractors, individual health
care benefits from 19% of the private contractors, family health
care benefits from 19% of the private contractors, long-term
disability benefits from 8% of the private contractors, paid
sick leave from 27% of the private contractors, and retire-
ment benefits from 35% of the private contractors.

Fixed-route operators working under private contractors
did not fare as well in terms of benefits as their public employee
counterparts. Full-time fixed-route operators received paid
vacations from 67% of the private contractors that responded,
paid holidays from 100% of the private companies, individ-
ual health care benefits from 67% of the private contractors,
family health care benefits from 56%, long-term disability
benefits from 22%, paid sick leave from 56%, and retirement
benefits from 56%. Part-time fixed-route operators received
paid vacations from 14% of the private contractors that

responded, paid holidays from 71% of the private contrac-
tors, did not receive individual or family health care benefits
from any of the private companies that responded, and long-
term disability benefits, paid sick leave, and retirement bene-
fits from 14% of the private contractors.

Level of Fringe Benefits Provided

Tables 3-8 and 3-9 provide more detailed information
about the level of benefits provided. Table 3-8 shows the
number of paid vacation days and holidays provided to
full-time and part-time paratransit and fixed-route vehicle
operators. Table 3-9 shows the percent contribution
required from employees for individual and family health
care coverage.

As shown in Table 3-8, few public transit agencies provided
paid vacation days to starting part-time paratransit opera-
tors—on average, they received about 0.5 days per year. Full-
time paratransit operators received, on average, about 5.5 days
per year of paid vacation. None of the responding public
agencies indicated that starting part-time fixed-route oper-
ators receive paid vacations, and starting full-time fixed-
route operators received about 5.3 paid vacation days per
year. More private contractors provided paid vacation to
starting part-time paratransit operators—on average, they
received about 1.2 days per year. Private contractors pro-
vided an average of 4.0 days per year of paid vacation to
starting full-time paratransit operators (slightly lower than
public agencies). These same private contractors indicated
that few starting part-time fixed-route operators receive
paid vacation days—on average, they received only 0.1 paid
vacation day per year. Starting full-time fixed-route opera-
tors receive about 4.0 paid vacation days (the same as full-
time paratransit operators).

It is important to note that several private contractors indi-
cated that vacation time for vehicle operators does not begin
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Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time Part-time Full-time
Starting Vacation

Range 0-7 1 - 12 n/a 1 - 12 1 - 12 1 - 12 0-1 1 -15
Average 0.5 5.5 0.0 5.3 1.2 4.0 0.1 .0

Maximum Vacation
Range 0-15 0-25 0-6 0-30 0-25 0-25 0-5 5 to 25

Average 1.4 15.8 0.5 18.4 3.1 15.2 0.7 4.4
Holidays

Range 0-8 0-13 0-9 6 - 12 0-11 0-11 0-8 6-9
Average 0.9 9.2 0.9 9.8 3.2 6.9 4.0

4

1

7.0

23 Responses Received 17 Responses Received 44 Responses Received 9 Responses Received

Days of Vacation and Holidays per Year, by Provider, Service Type, and Employment Status
Public Transit Agencies Private Providers

Paratransit Operators Fixed Route Operators Paratransit Operators Fixed Route Operators

Table 3-8. Days of paid vacation and holidays per year for ADA paratransit and fixed-route vehicle
operators, public and private entities.
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accruing immediately. In some cases, it was noted that vaca-
tion time starts to accrue after a 6-month period of employ-
ment. In other cases, it was noted that time does not accrue
until the beginning of the second year of employment. The
“starting” vacation time indicated could therefore be over-
stated for private companies. In some cases, the days per year
indicated might actually not be available for several months,
or in a few cases, up to one year after the start date.

The maximum amount of paid vacation time that could be
earned by part-time operators was better under private con-
tractors, while maximum paid vacation for full-time opera-
tors was slightly better under public agencies. Public transit
agencies indicated that, on average, part-time paratransit
operators could earn a maximum of 1.4 paid vacation days
per year, and full-time paratransit operators could earn up to
15.8 days per year of paid vacation. These same public agen-
cies indicated that part-time fixed-route operators could earn
a maximum of 0.5 days of vacation, on average, and full-time
fixed-route operators could earn up to 18.4 paid vacation
days (about 2.6 days per year higher than paratransit opera-
tors). Private contractors indicated that, on average, part-
time paratransit operators could earn a maximum of 3.1 paid
vacation days per year, and full-time paratransit operators
could earn up to 15.2 days per year of paid vacation. These
same private contractors indicated that part-time fixed-route
operators could earn a maximum of 0.7 days of vacation, on
average, and full-time fixed-route operators could earn up to
14.4 paid vacation days.

Relatively good holiday benefits were provided by public
agencies to full-time operators, but part-time public operators
typically received few paid holiday benefits. On average, full-
time paratransit operators receive 9.2 days of paid vacation and
full-time fixed-route operators receive 9.8 paid holidays. Pub-
lic agencies provided part-time paratransit and fixed-route
operators less than one paid holiday per year, on average.

Private contractors had better holiday benefits for part-
timers but slightly lower holiday benefits for full-time opera-
tors. On average, part-time paratransit operators receive 3.2
paid holidays per year, and part-time fixed-route operators

receive 4.0 paid holidays per year. Full-time paratransit oper-
ators receive 6.9 holidays, on average, and full-time fixed-
route operators receive 7.0 paid holidays per year from private
contractors.

Table 3-9 provides information on the contributions re-
quired by vehicle operators toward agency or company health
care plans. As shown, contributions required by private con-
tractors are significantly higher than those required by public
transit agencies. On average, paratransit operators employed
by public transit agencies contribute about 9.7% of the cost
of individual health care, while their fixed-route counterparts
contribute a similar amount (9.8%). Public paratransit oper-
ators contribute an average of 18% toward family health care,
while their fixed-route counterparts are required to contribute
only 12% on average.

Paratransit operators employed by private contractors, on
the other hand, are required to pay about 33% of the cost of
individual health care, and their fixed-route counterparts pay
about 30%. Paratransit operators at private contractors pay an
average of 50% toward family health care coverage, and their
fixed-route counterparts pay an average of 39% for family
coverage. Given that the typical family health care plan can
run $1,000 per month or more, this type of coverage would
typically not be affordable to most paratransit operators. Even
the 33% of individual coverage would consume a significant
portion of their monthly take-home pay.

Relationship Between Paratransit
and Fixed-Route Workforces

Where survey respondents indicated that they directly
operated both ADA paratransit service and fixed-route ser-
vice in the same area, information about the relationship
between the two workforces was requested. Specifically, the
survey asked respondents to indicate if one or more of the fol-
lowing situations existed:

• Paratransit and fixed-route operators are paid the same
wage and all operators can work in either type of service.
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Paratransit 
Operators

Fixed Route 
Operators

Paratransit 
Operators

Fixed Route 
Operators

20 Responses 19 Responses 37 Responses 9 Responses

Range 0 - 30% 0 - 30% 0 - 100% 0 - 100%
Average 9.7% 9.8% 33% 30%

Range 0 - 65% 0 - 30% 0 - 100% 0 - 99%
Average 18% 12% 50% 39%

Family Coverage

Public Transit Agencies Private Providers

Individual Coverage

Table 3-9. Percent of vehicle operator contribution to total health care premium,
ADA paratransit and fixed-route vehicle operators, public and private entities.
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• Paratransit and fixed-route operators are hired and man-
aged separately and there is little crossover between the two
groups.

• Vehicle operators are typically hired first for paratransit
and then can move to fixed-route if there is an opening—
but this relationship has not resulted in significant turnover
problems for paratransit.

• Vehicle operators are typically hired first for paratransit
and then can move to fixed-route if there is an opening—
and this relationship has resulted in significant turnover
problems for paratransit.

Respondents were also given a “Not Sure” option in each
case, as well as an “Other” option with the chance to provide
comments on this topic. The responses received are summa-
rized in Table 3-10.

Twenty-two public transit agencies and 10 private contrac-
tors indicated that they operated both types of service and
responded to this question. Ten of the 22 public transit agen-
cies that operate both fixed-route and paratransit (45%) indi-
cated that the workforces are paid the same wage and can
move between both types of services. Seven (32%) indicated

that the workforces are separate and there is no cross-over.
Three (14%) indicated that operators are hired first for para-
transit and can then move to fixed route when openings
become available, but that this relationship did not have a sig-
nificant impact on paratransit operator turnover. None of the
22 public transit agencies selected the response that move-
ment between the two workforces caused significant para-
transit turnover, although one respondent checked “Other”
and added the following comment:

As part of our union contract paratransit operators have trans-
fer rights after two years. We do not hire fixed-route operators off
the street therefore paratransit operators must be hired and trained
first then existing paratransit operators are transferred into fixed
route. This is a continual training cost and recruitment problem.

This comment does suggest movement between para-
transit and fixed route that creates turnover problems in
paratransit for this one respondent.

The final public transit agency checked “Other” and com-
mented:

We hire operators and train them for fixed route first. We train
and fill open runs in Paratransit as they become available.
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Public Private Total

Same Pay Scale
All vehicle operators are at the same 
pay scale and can work on either 
fixed route or paratransit.

10 4 14

No Crossover 
Between 
Operators

Paratransit and fixed route vehicle 
operators are hired and managed 
separately. There is little crossover 
between the two groups.

7 4 11

No Significant 
Turnover

Vehicle operators are typically hired 
first for paratransit and then can 
move to fixed route if there is an 
opening. Movement between 
paratransit and fixed route HAS NOT 
created a significant turnover 
problem for paratransit, though.

3 1 4

Significant 
Turnover

Vehicle operators are typically hired 
first for paratransit and then move to 
fixed route if there is an opening. 
Movement between paratransit and 
fixed route HAS created a significant 
turnover issue for paratransit.

0 0 0

Not Sure 0 0 0

Other Comment 
Provided

2 1 3

Relationship Between Paratransit and Fixed-Route 
Operators

Table 3-10. Relationship between ADA paratransit and fixed-route operator
workforces where both types of service are provided by the respondent.
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Four of the 10 private contractors that operate both fixed-
route and paratransit (40%) services indicated that the work-
forces are paid the same wage and can move between both
types of services. Another four (40%) indicated that the work-
forces are separate and there is no cross-over. One (10%)
indicated that operators are hired first for paratransit and can
then move to fixed route when openings become available,
but this relationship does not have a significant impact on
paratransit operator turnover. None of the 10 private contrac-
tors selected the response that movement between the two
workforces caused significant paratransit turnover. One pri-
vate contractor indicated “Other” and provided the following
comment:

Operators frequently do both services and are able to cross
over as openings occur. We have found that paratransit opera-
tors enjoy more diversity in their jobs and are willing to accept
lower pay for the greater variety and job satisfaction that they
receive. There is little movement between the services.

This “Other” response was from MV Transportation’s
operation in the Monterey-Salinas, California, area. This MV
operation reported relatively little wage differential (a $10.54
starting wage for paratransit operators and an $11.04 starting
wage for fixed-route operators) and only a 19% annual turn-
over among paratransit operators.

Equalizing Pay Between Modes

Respondents who indicated that they employed both para-
transit and fixed-route operators and provide both types of
service in the same area were asked for wage information for
both modes. If there was a pay differential between paratran-
sit and fixed route, they were then asked if they were moving
toward equalizing pay for both types of operators. They were
then asked for comments on why they were or were not mov-
ing toward equal pay. Responses are provided in Table 3-11
and explained in further detail in the following text.

Twenty-seven of the public and private entities that indi-
cated they directly operate both fixed-route and paratransit
services responded to the question about wage information—

19 were public transit agencies and 8 were private contrac-
tors. Overall, 17 of the 27 respondents to this question (63%)
indicated that pay between the modes was already equal, and
another three (11%) were moving toward equal pay. Only 7
of the 27 respondents (26%) did not have equal pay and were
not moving in that direction.

Twelve of the 19 public transit agencies that directly oper-
ate both types of services (63%) indicated that there is equal
pay between the workforces. Another two (10%) said they
were working toward equalizing pay. Five (26%) said they
were not moving toward equal pay. In the two systems where
equal pay was a goal, there was an average starting pay differ-
ence of $2.54 between fixed route and paratransit. In the five
systems that were not moving toward equal pay, the differ-
ence in starting pay between the modes was similar ($2.48)
but the average paratransit wage was relatively high ($12.13).

Five of the eight private contractors (62%) that operated
both types of service and responded to this question indicated
that pay between the workforces was equal. One additional
private contractor indicated that it was moving toward equal
pay. Two private contractors (25%) said they were not mov-
ing to equal pay. In these two cases, the average paratransit
starting wage was again relatively high ($12.05) and the dif-
ference in starting wage between paratransit and fixed route
was only 32 cents.

More detailed information about the experiences of sys-
tems that have integrated ADA paratransit and fixed-route
vehicle operator workforces and/or equalized pay is pre-
sented in Chapter 9.

Factors That Impact Vehicle
Operator Recruitment

Survey respondents were given a list of possible factors that
impact ADA paratransit operator recruitment. They were
asked to indicate if, in their experience, the factors had “No
Impact”, “Little Impact,” “Some Impact,” “Moderate Impact,”
or “Significant Impact” on recruitment. Figure 3-9 shows
the ratings given. The figure was created by translating all
“No Impact” responses to a “1” rating, all “Little Impact”
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Equal Pay
Paratransit Fixed Route Paratransit Fixed Route

Public 12
Wage Range $11.23 - $12 $13.68 - $14.63 $9.50 - $14.41 $11.40 - $19.51

Average Wage $11.62 $14.16 $12.13 $14.61
Private 5

Wage Range $10. 54 - $13.55 $11.04 - $13.69
Average Wage $12.05 $12.37

Total 17 3 7
n/a

n/a

n/a

Moving Toward Equal Pay No Moving Toward Equal Pay 

52

1 2

Table 3-11. Movement toward equal pay by respondents that directly
operate both fixed-route and paratransit services.

V e h i c l e  O p e r a t o r  R e c r u i t m e n t ,  R e t e n t i o n ,  a n d  P e r f o r m a n c e  i n  A D A  C o m p l e m e n t a r y  P a r a t r a n s i t  O p e r a t i o n s
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responses to a “2,” and so on up to “Significant Impact” being
a “5.” Responses were then averaged for all public agency
respondents and all private contractor responses.

As shown, public transit agencies indicated that pre-
qualification requirements (such as minimum age, CDL
licenses, background checks, etc.) had the most impact on their
recruitment of paratransit operators (3 out of 5). Also rated as
influential were general labor market conditions (2.9 out of 5),
drug testing requirements (2.9 out of 5), shift structure and
hours available (2.8 out of 5), background checks (2.7 out of 5),
wages offered (2.7 out of 5), and the nature of the job (2.4 out
of 5). No other factor rated higher, on average, than a 2.0.

Private contractors, on the other hand, considered the wages
being offered as the factor that most impacted recruitment
(3.9 out of 5). Fringe benefits were rated second most signif-
icant (3.3 out of 5). Other issues that had high ratings in
terms of impacts on recruitment were the general labor mar-
ket (3.2 out of 5), pre-qualification requirements (3.2 out of 5),
and background checks (2.9 out of 5). Other factors rated 2.5
or below.

This question also included an “Other” option with respon-
dents asked to identify any other factors that impacted recruit-
ment that were not on the list. Four respondents offered

recruitment factors not on the list or expounded on items on
the list. These comments were the following:

• “We only hire part-time operators; therefore folks leave if
they can get a full-time position with benefits.”

• “Starting wages are too low to attract experienced operators.
Operators reach prevailing wage with overtime, but the
union structure provides a fixed starting wage and we can-
not adjust for special case operators that have experience.”

• “Workers comp is a significant impact as we have several
operators out of service at any given time.”

• “North Carolina does not allow a union to collectively bar-
gain with local government; however, a union has recently
been organizing paratransit operators. This union, however,
has had no impact on working conditions, pay, etc., because
they cannot collectively bargain. The union has lowered
morale of operators by making promises they have not been
able to keep. The union also encourages grievances and
EEOC complaints, but all grievances and EEOC complaints
have been lost by the employees who filed them.”

It is interesting to note that the second comment, which
cited starting wages that were too low to attract experienced
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Labor Market/General Shortage of Workers 
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Fringe Benefits Offered 

Wages Offered 

Private Contractors Public Agencies 

Figure 3-9. Factors that impact vehicle operator recruitment.
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operators, was from a system that reported a $9 starting wage
for sedan operators and a $10 starting wage for van operators.

Efforts Made to 
Improve Recruitment

Respondents were asked to indicate what types of efforts had
been made to improve the recruitment of ADA paratransit
operators. A list of 13 types of efforts identified in the research
were listed and respondents were asked to indicate if these
efforts were “Not Used” (coded as a “1”), “Used with Little Suc-
cess” (coded as a “2”), “Used with Some Success” (coded as a
“3”), or “Used with Good Success” (coded as a “4”). Figure 3-10
shows the responses to this question. Separate responses are
reported for public agencies and private contractors.

As shown in Figure 3-10, public agencies reported greatest
use and success with paid training, which on average was
rated 3.5. No other type of effort rated above 3.0 on average.
Providing uniforms rated second (2.5), followed by increased
hourly wages (2.1). Targeted advertising, use of job fairs,
performance/recognition and awards/payments, and GPS
and other technologies that assist with the job were all rated
a 2.0 out of 4.0.

Private contractors also rated paid training as the type of
effort that provided the greatest success, with an average 
3.0 rating. Second was providing uniforms (2.7), followed
by targeted advertising (2.5), increased hourly wages, and
performance/recognition awards/payments which both
received a 2.3. Referral bonuses paid to other employees
and advertising in non-traditional ways were both rated a
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Extend Shifts to Increase
Take Home Pay

Increased Career
Advancement Opportunities

Improved Fringe Benefits

Use of Job Fairs

GPS or Other Technologies
to Assist with the Job

Referral Bonuses to Other
Employees

Advertise in Non-Traditional
Ways

Performance/Recognition
Awards/Payments

Increased Hourly Wages

Targeted Advertising

Provide Uniforms

Paid Training

0 1 2 3 4

Private Contractors Public Agencies

Figure 3-10. Efforts made to improve recruitment.
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2.2 on average. No other type of effort rated above a 2.0
with private contractors.

Five respondents offered “Other” comments on this ques-
tion. These comments were the following:

• “All types of advertising and job fairs have been used.
However, when applicants are polled, these advertisements
have not been the reason that individuals applied. Most
applicants come through word of mouth, by seeing our
vehicles on the road, and by reviewing the City’s vacancy
listings.”

• “Operators really appreciate the one-on-one time (refer-
ring to training). Our classes are small and they do get a lot
of attention during those first weeks.”

• “Regular safety meetings, improved vehicle reliability.”
• “Overtime is available and many operators work extra shifts

or extended hours. This is more a need of the service due to
increased demand than a perk to attract operators, but it
may have the same effect.”

• “A poor economy helps.”

Respondents who indicated that they had used one or more
approaches with good success were also asked to expound
on these successful efforts. The following comments were
provided:

• “The quality of applicants has not been up to par with the
applicants who came in a decade ago. Getting a job with the
City was an attractive option to many people. Even with
the benefits and retirement programs we have in place, we
are not attracting the quality of applicants we would like to
see. Our operators require CDLs and other opportunities
for CDL holders in this area pay more.”

• “Clothes don’t get damaged—nobody’s competing for best
wardrobe. They save money because they don’t have to buy
special clothes with their money.” (This comment was
related to efforts to provide uniforms.)

• “We offer paid training for all employees. We advertised by
media, internet, on bus benches and traveling signs on
MTA vehicles. We attend all job fairs. The hourly rates are
raised in Union negotiation. All employees that go above
and beyond the call of duty are recognized! The company
looks within the company when a position comes open to
their employees first! All uniforms are provided by the
company!”

• “We have always provided paid training so there is noth-
ing to compare it to.”

• “A uniform consisting of shirts, jacket, hat and an Identi-
fication Badge are worn by operators. This is a professional
service and identification as a professional is important.
This helps build team support and operator pride in the
service they offer to people with disabilities.”

• “We have good operators and they refer good operators.
Our referral is $100 after trainee gets out of 4 month pro-
bation and $100 if both employees are here when person
referred has been here one year.”

• “The trainees are often concerned about the $7.00 training
pay until they are informed of a $250 signing bonus if they
stay for three months; the amount offered offsets the $7.00
training pay by adding another $3.00 an hour for training.
Of course, when we increase the starting pay, we also see an
increase in trainees/applicants.”

• “Job fairs—people are actively looking for a job. Attend fairs
that target transportation, attend fairs for people 50 and
over. Advertising non-traditional bumper sticker on the bus
that have phone # and says looking for operators.”

• “We offer paid training. This appeals to a lot of applicants
because many ADA paratransit providers in this area don’t.
We also provide uniforms to the operators and a cleaning
service as well. Applicants like the fact they don’t have to
have their uniforms cleaned themselves. We also have an
incentive program for employees.”

• “Referral Bonus of $300.00 is paid to existing employees if
both existing employee and referred employee are still
employed after six months.”

• “All vehicle operators understand that they are consistently
being evaluated for career advancement. The advancements
will involve becoming an office staff employee. More than
75% of our office staff are former vehicle operators.”

• “Over the past two years, we have increased wages and ben-
efits by over 10%. This has helped with retention efforts
with some impact to recruitment efforts. Minimum wage
increases have ultimately closed the gaps in wages for posi-
tions that require higher levels of responsibilities.”

• “Since the work is hard, you need to provide a reward sys-
tem to appreciate the work force. We implemented this
type of system over the past two years and have had good
results. We target applicants and we only look for career
oriented people.”

• “Everyone wants more money. Paratransit operators have
never been paid adequately for the service they provide.
It’s the most important transit service provided and the
group providing the endless hours of service to people
who REALLY need the service are not even recognized or
rewarded adequately. Uniforms are a minimal perk. They
don’t have to spend money on clothes. They barely make
enough to eat and feed their family. Unless of course they
do overtime.”

• “Uniforms are union contract issued.”

Responses were also tabulated, rather than averaged, in
order to get a better sense of how many respondents had tried
each recruitment effort and the relative success of each type
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of effort. Table 3-12 shows this tabulation. The last three
columns of Table 3-12 also indicate the percent of all respon-
dents that indicated they had tried each type of recruitment
effort, the percent of those who had tried each effort that
reported some or good success, and the percent of those who
indicated trying each effort who reported good success.

As shown in Table 3-12, 97% of all respondents have used
paid training as a way to improve recruitment and 90% pro-
vide uniforms. Seventy-three percent (73%) reported the use
of targeted advertising, and 67% provide performance/
recognition awards/payments. More than half of all respon-
dents also reported using the other listed efforts—with the
exception of signing bonuses for recruits (used by only 34%
of respondents) and extended shifts to increase take home
pay (used by 33%).

Of those who reported having tried each effort, the great-
est success was reported with paid training (36% good suc-
cess and 87% some or good success). Relative success was
also reported with increasing wages (26% had good success
and 79% reported some or good success). Providing uni-
forms was also reported to be helpful (21% had good suc-
cess and 60% reported some or good success). Less than
18% of those who tried each reported “good success” with
other efforts. However, some level of success was reported
for several other efforts. Over two-thirds of respondents
who had tried other efforts reported “some or good suc-

cess” with signing bonuses for recruits (68%), targeted adver-
tising (72%), extending shifts to increase total take home
pay (67%), and performance recognition awards/payments
(69%). Half or more of respondents reported some level of
success with each of the other efforts—with the exception of
job fairs, which were reported to be used with “some or good
success” by only 33% of those who had tried this approach
to recruitment.

Factors That Impact Vehicle
Operator Retention

Survey respondents were also given a list of possible fac-
tors that impact ADA paratransit operator retention. They
were asked to indicate if, in their experience, the factors had
“No Impact”, “Little Impact,” “Some Impact,” “Moderate
Impact,” or “Significant Impact” on retention. Figure 3-11
shows the ratings given to each factor. The figure was cre-
ated by translating all “No Impact” responses to a “1” rat-
ing, “Little Impact” responses to a “2,” and so on up to “Sig-
nificant Impact” being a “5.” Responses were then averaged
separately for all public agency respondents and all private
contractors.

As shown in Figure 3-11, public agencies that operated
ADA paratransit services in-house indicated that dissatisfac-
tion with the work shifts assigned was the biggest issue with
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Signing bonuses for recruits 42 7 14 1 34% 68% 5% 

Referral bonus paid to other 
employees 

26 19 15 4 59% 50% 11% 

Paid training 2 8 31 22 97% 87% 36% 

Targeted advertising 17 13 30 4 73% 72% 9% 

Advertising in non-traditional 
ways 

23 16 21 4 64% 61% 10% 

Use of job fairs 24 27 11 2 63% 33% 5% 

Increased hourly wages 24 8 21 10 62% 79% 26% 

Improved fringe benefits offered 31 13 15 3 50% 58% 10% 
Extended shifts to increase total 
take home pay 

42 7 11 3 33% 67% 14% 

Provide performance/ 
recognition awards/payments 

21 13 22 7 67% 69% 17% 

Increased career advancement 
opportunities 

30 16 13 3 52% 50% 9% 

GPS or other technologies to 
assist with the job 

29 13 16 5 54% 62% 15% 

Provide uniforms 6 23 22 12 90% 60% 21% 

Table 3-12. Success with efforts to improve recruitment.
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retention (2.9 of 5 rating), followed by demands of the job
(2.7). Wages had an average rating of 2.5, followed by lack of
opportunities for advancement at 2.2, and lack of recognition
and performance incentives at 2.1.

Private contractors indicated, on average, that wages
were the most significant issue affecting retention (3.9 out
of 5). The demands of the job were second for private con-
tractors (3.7), followed by poor fringe benefits (3.3), and
dissatisfaction with the work shifts assigned (3.0). Lack of
dispatch support rated an average of 2.6, lack of opportu-
nities for advancement rated an average of 2.5, and lack of
recognition and performance incentives rated an average
of 2.3. Procedures for resolving operator issues rated 2.1
on average.

This question also included an “Other” option with
respondents asked to identify any other factors that impacted

retention that were not on the list. The following was the only
comment that was received:

Paratransit operators are paid considerably less than fixed-
route operators and light rail operators. They feel that being a
paratransit operator is more physically and mentally demanding
than bus or rail and that they are not recognized financially for
the level of service they provide.

Efforts Made To Improve Retention

Respondents were asked to indicate what types of efforts had
been made to improve the retention of ADA paratransit oper-
ators. A list of 17 types of efforts identified in the research were
listed and respondents were asked to indicate if these efforts
were “Not Used” (coded as a “1”), “Used with Little Success”
(coded as a “2”), “Used with Some Success” (coded as a “3”),
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Figure 3-11. Factors that impact vehicle operator retention.
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or “Used with Good Success” (coded as a “4”). Figure 3-12
shows the responses to this question.

Public agencies indicated that keeping operators updated
on policies and procedures, and improving vehicle condi-
tion and working conditions were the two things that had
been most successful in improving retention (both rated
2.7 out of 5.0). Increased opportunities for operator feed-
back and improved dispatch support were rated second
(both at 2.5). Improved complaint investigation/mediation
was rated third (2.4) followed by increased training oppor-
tunities (2.3). Employee recognition programs and GPS
and other technologies to assist with the job were rated fifth
(both at 2.2). Team-building, modified/improved operator
work shifts, training in personnel management for man-
agers, and exit interviews with operators who leave volun-
tarily all rated 2.1.

Interestingly, increased wages and better fringe benefits were
not identified by public agencies as strategies that had been used

with success to improve retention. This could be due to the fact
that, as noted earlier, many public agencies already pay more
competitive wages and have good benefits, particularly health
care benefits, for paratransit operators involved in in-house
operations.

It is also interesting to note that while public entities rated
dissatisfaction with work shifts as the top issue in retention
(see Figure 3-11) many appear to have not done much to
address this issue—as evidenced by the rating of only 2.1 in
efforts undertaken.

Private contractors rated “keeping operators updated on
policies and procedures” as the type of effort that provided the
greatest success, and it received an average rating of 2.9. Tied
for second were improved dispatch support and improved
vehicle condition and work environment (both with a 2.7 rat-
ing). Increased opportunities for operator feedback, employee
recognition programs, and increased wages were third at
2.6. Improved complaint investigation/mediation ranked
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fourth with a 2.5 average rating. Team-building efforts,
increased training opportunities, and training in personnel
management for managers all were rated at 2.2.

Respondents who indicated that they had used one or
more approach with good success were also asked to expound
on these successful efforts. The following comments were
provided:

• “We use GPS devices for new operators which has worked
well, but remove them after a while so as not to allow their
use as a crutch. We use operator surveys for placement of
equipment like cupholders, storage bins in vehicle specifi-
cations. We are exploring a 4 day 10 hour work schedule,
and a 36 hour work week. We are having meetings with
operators to allow them to give input.”

• “All policies are posted 48 hours before policy changes, or
updates! Have extended the training in dispatch to better
serve the operators. Have added new vehicles to our fleet
in the past couple of years!”

• “Team building very important for us. Operators are all on
same radio frequency and this keeps each informed on how
the day is going. They are always willing to help out dis-
patch with a request or an operator that is running late,
lost, having a loading problem or experiencing a mechan-
ical vehicle problem. Operator feedback is always
requested. By having a common lounge for checking in
and out, there is a chance for exchange with office,
mechanic and other operators. Client notes that would
help other operators are added to operator daily roster.
Mechanical status of vans is always welcomed from the
operators with most giving it directly to the mechanic.”

• “Although all employees have yearly scheduled wage
increases of at least $1.00, we have also given pay incentives
to operators who exhibit exemplary work behavior.”

• “We do target applicants with home health care experi-
ence, care giver experience, come from health fields—they
tend to have better people skills, familiar with people with
disabilities, they have better communication skills. Opera-
tors enjoy new equipment and equipment that is well
maintained.”

• “All manager interviews with operators for policy infrac-
tions are held with a union shop steward present. We are
sending new hires out with GPS units. The initial stress of
learning the area is reduced and operators become produc-
tive faster. There have been fewer frustration and resigna-
tions by new operators.”

• “Communication between operators, dispatchers and
management is key to retaining employees. It shows the
operators count, management and dispatchers care. Issue
to a system can only be resolved and/or explained if dis-
patch and management is aware and willing to correct
them. Management needs to provide tools and resources

to all employees for them to achieve to the best of their
abilities.”

• “Operators appreciate the fact that they are provided qual-
ity, reliable equipment to complete their work assign-
ments. Our company has focused much of its attention on
providing the operators with quality vehicles.”

• “Very little additional information is needed here. Improv-
ing wage scales and benefits seem to be the negative impact
on retaining as well as recruitment efforts.”

• “We have very good fringe benefits.”
• “Each time there is a procedural or policy change, a copy

of the document is provided to each operator and they
sign-off for receipt of the document. This allows them to
be current with all issues that are part of the system.”

• “We experienced a drop in our turnover rate for the six
month period after a $1/hour wage increase.”

Responses to success with retention efforts were also tabu-
lated, rather than averaged, in order to get a better sense of
how many respondents had tried each retention effort and
the relative success of each type of effort. Table 3-13 shows
this tabulation. The last three columns of Table 3-13 also
indicate the percent of all respondents that indicated they had
tried each type of retention effort, the percent of those who
had tried each effort that reported some or good success, and
the percent of those who indicated trying each effort who
reported good success.

As shown, almost all (95%) of respondents indicated that
they keep operators updated on policies and procedures as a
way of encouraging them to stay. A very high percentage of
respondents (80%+) reported using employee recognition
programs, increased opportunities for feedback, improved
complaint investigation/mediation, improved dispatch sup-
port, improved vehicle condition and general work environ-
ment, increased training opportunities, and exit interviews
with operators who leave as ways to try to reduce turnover.
Over half of all respondents reported using the other reten-
tion efforts listed—with the exceptions of targeted recruit-
ment on particular applicant skills (only 46%), performance
bonuses (only 48%), and extended shifts to increase total
take-home pay (only 34%).

Of those who reported having tried each effort, the great-
est success was reported with increased hourly wages (22%
had good success, and 72% had some or good success). A rel-
atively high rate of “good success” was also reported with GPS
or other technologies that can assist with the job (21%) and
improved vehicle condition and general work environment
(20%). No other effort was reported to have resulted in “good
success” by more than 20% of respondents, although improv-
ing fringe benefits (15%), improving dispatch support (15%),
extended shifts to increase total take home pay (14%), and
keeping operators updated on policies and procedures (13%)
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was reported to have resulted in good success by more than
10% of respondents who tried each.

Some level of success was reported with several other efforts.
Over two-thirds of respondents who had tried other efforts
reported “some or good success” with employee recognition
programs (70%), increased opportunities for operator feed-
back (75%), updating operators on policies and procedures
(75%), improved dispatch support (73%), GPS and other
technologies to assist with the job (79%), improved vehicle
condition and work environment (76%), modified/improved
work shifts (68%), increased hourly wages (72%), and extended
shifts to increase total take home pay (73%). More than half of
respondents who had tried other efforts also reported some
level of success—with the exception of exit interviews (35%)—
which respondents probably felt shed light on retention prob-
lems but did not actually improve retention without other
actions.

Innovative Procurement Strategies

Public transit agencies that completed the survey and who
indicated that they contracted out for some or all of their
ADA paratransit service were asked to indicate if they had
employed innovative procurement to ensure a full paratran-
sit vehicle operator workforce. Five types of procurement
strategies were listed, and respondents were asked to indicate
if each of these strategies was “Not Used,” “Used with Little
Impact,” “Used with Some Impact,” “Used with Moderate
Impact,” or “Used with Significant Impact.” Respondents
were also asked to indicate any other types of procurement
strategies that were not on the list and to describe these strate-
gies. Finally, if respondents indicated that they used any one
of the listed strategies with some, moderate, or significant
impact, they were asked to provide additional information on
these efforts.
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Targeted recruitm ent on  
particular appli cant skills  

34  13  15  1  46%  55%  3%  

Performance bonuses  33  12  16  3  48%  61%  10%  

Employee recognition   
Program s  

11  16  34  3  83%  70%  6%  

Team-building efforts  17  22  21  4  73%  53%  9%  

Increased opportunities  
for operator feedback  

8  14  38  4  88%  75%  7%  

Im proved complaint  
investigation/mediation  

9  20  32  3  86%  64%  5%  

Keeping operators updated on  
policies and procedures  

3  15  38  8  95%  75%  13%  

Im proved dispatch support  9  15  32  8  86%  73%  15%  

GPS or other technologies  
to assist with the job 

30  7  20  7  53%  79%  21%  

Improved vehicle condition   
and/or work environm ent   

9  13  30  11  86%  76%  20%  

Modified/im proved operator  
work shifts  

25  12  23  3  60%  68%  8%  

Increased training opportunities  
for operators  

13  23  27  1  80%  55%  2%  

Training in personnel   
management for managers  

19  17  27  1  70%  62%  2%  

Increased hourly wages  18  13  23  10  72%  72%  22%  

Im proved fringe benefits   
offered  

30  14  15  5  53%  59%  15%  

Extended shifts to increase  
total take-home pay  

42  6  13  3  34%  73%  14%  

Exit interviews with operators  
who voluntarily leave  

13  33  16  2  80%  35%  4%  

Table 3-13. Success with efforts to improve retention.
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Table 3-14 shows the responses to whether public entities
had used one of the listed procurement approaches and the
level of success experienced with each. As shown in Table 3-14,
24 of the 35 public transit agencies that responded to this
question (69%) indicated that they had included language in
their service RFPs indicating that a stable, experienced vehi-
cle operator workforce was expected. Three-quarters of those
that used this procurement strategy indicated that it achieved
some, moderate, or good success. Four of the 24 indicated
good success (17%).

Eighteen public agencies out of 33 (55%) that responded
to the second strategy indicated that they assigned points in
the evaluation of proposals to whether the proposers would
provide a stable, experienced vehicle operator workforce. This
strategy was reported to have at least some success 78% of the
time and good success 11% of the time.

Only two of the 35 respondents (6%) indicated that they
had set a maximum goal in their RFPs for vehicle operator
turnover. Little success with this option was reported by one
of the agencies and only some success by the other.

Relatively few public entities (37%) indicated that they had
included a “livable wage” or other minimum wage standard in
their RFPs. Of the 13 who did this, 9 (69%) indicated at least
some success, and 2 (15%) reported good success.

Twenty-one public agencies out of 35 that responded
(60%) indicated that they included incentives and/or
penalties in their contracts related to maintaining an ade-
quate vehicle operator workforce or covering all runs
assigned. This strategy was also reported to result in the
greatest success, with 16 agencies (76%) saying it was at

least somewhat successful and seven (33%) saying it had
good success.

Eight public transit agencies indicated use of other strate-
gies and provided descriptions of these other approaches.
They had the following comments:

• “We are just awarding contracts so cannot determine the
long term impact of changes in our process. Old contract
had minimum wage standards, but that seemed to raise
issues as two of the contract providers have union repre-
sented operators. We also removed penalties and incen-
tives related to covering all runs, etc. as they cost more to
administer than the incentive themselves and did not
seem to make a difference in contractor behavior. We
have established a new bid model with flexible start times
where the start times can vary 1-2 hours per day. The
operator will receive notification the day prior to service
as to when they start the following day. We are sending
more operators home before end of shift when enough
late cancellations allow us to close routes early by mov-
ing rides.”

• “East Bay Paratransit manager through a brokerage. Bro-
ker (Veolia) subcontracts with service providers. Veolia’s
contract with service providers includes liquidated dam-
ages for failing to cover runs. One service provider is a
small in house unit of BART’s bus partner in East Bay
Paratransit—Alameda Contra Costa Transit District (AC
Transit). The paratransit unit is directed by Veolia and
subject to same liquidated damages although there is no
subcontract between Veolia and the paratransit unit.”
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Included language in the RFP indicating that 
a stable, experienced vehicle operator 
workforce was expected 

11 6 8 6 4 69% 75% 17% 

Assigned points in the evaluation process on 
whether the proposal would provide a stable, 
experienced vehicle operator workforce 

15 4 6 6 2 55% 78% 11% 

Set a goal for maximum vehicle operator 
turnover 

33 1 1 0 0 6% 50% 0% 

Included “living wage” or other minimum 
wage standards in the RFP 

22 4 3 4 2 37% 69% 15% 

Included incentives and/or penalties in the 
contract related to maintaining an adequate 
vehicle operator workforce or covering all 
runs assigned 

14 5 6 3 7 60% 76% 33% 

Table 3-14. Success with innovative procurement strategies.
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• “Required at least status quo on wages and benefits required
retention of existing qualified workforce.”

• “There are penalties in place that cover completing the
daily work schedule.”

• “TARC pays contractor a retention bonus of $100/per
employee every 3 months.”

• “Here’s the real issue here: the union contract that First
Transit has with the Teamsters provides for shift and
work bidding based on seniority (i.e., oldest operators
pick first). As a result, ADA paratransit service generally
is staffed with the least qualified employees. The other
issue is a general lack of training and cross training for
the dispatchers. Finally, these folks are simply not paid
enough.”

• “We have a union here. . . . that pretty much says it all.”
• “80% or so aggregate turnover in SD is an unfortunate

reality with coach or paratransit operators. Then one has
to get creative so as to not have recruitment incentives
directly and conversely impact retainment (e.g. free train-
ing leads to folks leaving for positions for even the same
pay, for a different type operator job).”

Ten of the public transit agencies that indicated some,
moderate, or good success with one or more of the strategies
also provided more detailed information about these suc-
cesses. They had the following comments:

• “Performance penalties and incentives seem to have some
trickle down impact/incentive for the contractor to have
staff tuned in on performance as important issue.”

• “The contractor knows that we may ‘audit’ operator qual-
ification and training files. We have and may ask to see
documentation pertaining to background and driving
record checks. The contractor knows we are watching. Still,
his turnover is tremendous. It’s very difficult to pay a
decent wage and still make a profit in this business!”

• “As a rule, happy people make contented workers. A con-
tented workforce makes good decisions and they are reli-
able. Requiring the contractor to provide a minimum or
living wage helps to ensure a more contented workforce.
Left to themselves, the contractor will try to keep wages as
low as possible. This low rate will eventually cause person-
nel to leave. The turnover rate increases and valuable expe-
rience and skills are diluted or lost.”

• “We use liquidated damages to discourage route turn back
and operators being late for routes. There are other dam-
ages assessed for missed trips, late report submission, fail-
ure to notify etc.”

• “Liquidated damages have made the service providers
more inclined to cover runs with operators on overtime
and be more creative about solving problems. However,

during a severe operator shortage such as was experienced
in all the Bay Area in FY 07, the LD’s did not make a sub-
stantial improvement.”

• “More than 50% of previous contractor employees stayed
with new contractor.”

• “Points are assigned via the evaluation process for a range
of issues. Understanding and approach to the RFP, firm,
staff experience and costs are evaluated and points are
assessed accordingly. While we do not mandate specific
wages, we do identify current wage scales. Liquidated dam-
ages and Incentives are designed to motivate contractors to
perform within acceptable service standards.”

• “Many contractors are still focused on submitting the
‘lowest bid’ and operator wages make up the majority of
the overall cost (ASI specifies a price per gallon to be used
for fuel). In the past we have encouraged that contractors
set an operator wage above a minimum ($8.50) but in
many cases the wages came in at the figure (but actually
started much lower). We are exploring how to actually set
the wage without becoming the implied employer of the
operators.”

• “Incentives and Liquidated Damages tied to performance
work somewhat but overall I believe the contracted opera-
tors (not just the one here but ALL of them) would rather
pay liquidated damages than do the training required to get
a 5 star operation in place.”

• “Assigned points in the evaluation process focused on the
hiring of vehicle operator workforce of the previous ser-
vice provider. Those operators from the previous service
provider are expected to be stable and experienced. New
operators hired beyond those operators are required to be
trained to strict training criteria.”

• “We make it clear we expect experienced, trained opera-
tors; by setting the bar high, we have a better chance of
securing such workforce through contract.”

• “We emphasized the importance of an experienced work
force in the pre-bid meeting and in the RFP. We said oper-
ators need to be fairly compensated with competitive
wages and benefits. We monitor the contractor to be sure
they follow through. We encourage the contractor to have
rewards and incentives for well-performing staff. We rec-
ognize good performance by individuals and reinforce
good behavior to encourage more good behavior. For exam-
ple, both District and contractor employees are eligible for
the ‘I Made a Difference’ award. Although not in the RFP,
bidders realized they had to comply w/union agreement to
operate if they were awarded bid. The result was a relatively
high operator wage for employees. All existing staff was
retained.”

• “The Contract language is thoroughly internalized by both
MTS and the Contractor. With a contractor an agency
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obviously has to incentivize/penalize to set some baseline
expectation of service. Initially the language and/or the liv-
ing wage had impacts. Having operated for 7 years now,
the recruitment/retainment issue has assumed a life of its
own in San Diego. Be it Paratransit, contracted fixed route,
internal bus, Trolley or social service transportation, the
number one shared ‘solution’ would be ‘more operators.’
True, San Diego cost of living measures simply have out-
paced wages across the employment board. Currently, the
contractor exceeds even high expectations for effort on the

recruitment/retention ‘effort’ front if not on the measura-
ble rate.”

Five public transit agencies also indicated that they had
written descriptions of their procurement strategies and that
they could be contacted for more information. One agency
sent actual RFP and contract language. More detailed infor-
mation about the experiences of systems that indicated mod-
erate or good success with innovative procurement strategies
is presented in Chapter 10.
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Information gathered from the literature search, focus
groups, and national survey was used to develop a model to
depict key factors in ADA paratransit vehicle operator recruit-
ment, retention, and performance. This chapter describes the
model and the factors that were identified. Several key inter-
relationships between the various factors in the model are also
discussed. Finally, the underlying causal factors that affect oper-
ator recruitment and retention are also explored.

The “Performance Pyramid”

Figure 4-1 illustrates, at a very “macro” level, the key factors
that impact vehicle operator performance. The factors form a
“Performance Pyramid.” At the base of the pyramid, there are
three key ingredients for eventual high performance. These are
recruiting “The Right” employees, providing these recruits
and employees with effective training and appropriate tools,
and providing the necessary support from other parts of the
organization and a positive work environment that will enable
vehicle operators to perform to the maximum of their abilities.

Job satisfaction and retention then form the middle of the
pyramid. It is vital that quality vehicle operators are retained.
The experience and skills gained by vehicle operators over time
will have a direct impact on daily performance. Job satisfaction
not only will be a major determinant in the decision to remain
with the organization but will impact the attitude that vehicle
operators bring to the job each day—a second key ingredient 
in performance. Each part of this “Performance Pyramid” is
affected by numerous internal and external factors. These are
explained in more detail in the following paragraphs.

Attracting and Selecting 
“The Right” Employees

Operating ADA paratransit service is much more than sim-
ply “driving.” A high degree of direct assistance must often be
provided to riders. The types of assistance provided depend on

the particular disability or disabilities of each rider, and there
are many different types of disabilities. ADA paratransit vehi-
cle operators must bring to the job a high level of disability
awareness, sensitivity, and passenger assistance and customer
service skills.

Shared-ride paratransit service is also more complex
than operating a fixed-route bus or taxi. Schedules can be
demanding and must be understood and carried out cor-
rectly. Vehicle operators must also be familiar with all parts
of the service area, rather than a set route, as pick-ups and
drop-offs can happen throughout the area and in varying
sequences.

It is therefore important to attract and recruit not just
“drivers” but individuals who can become successful ADA
complementary paratransit vehicle operators. Several internal
and external factors must be considered in this process. These
factors are illustrated in Figure 4-2 and explained in the follow-
ing paragraphs.

Developing an Employee Profile 
and Pre-Qualifications

Most ADA paratransit service providers have a set of
required pre-qualifications for vehicle operators. In many
cases these are defined by contractual requirements or by
law or insurance requirements. For insurance purposes or
because of the type of vehicle used in the provision of service,
vehicle operators may need to have a certain type of license
and may need to be a minimum age or older. Since passenger
safety and safe vehicle operation is of paramount importance,
most systems and service providers require good driving
records and criminal background checks. Federal and some
state laws require that vehicle operators pass drug screening
tests. To ensure that service is effectively provided, many sys-
tems and providers also require proficiency in English.

In addition to meeting the safety, legal, and contractual
requirements, it is important to consider the inherent skills
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and qualities that recruits will bring to the job. Two of the
more important skills and qualities are the following:

• A customer service attitude, and
• Spatial orientation and map reading skills.

Given the level of interaction between ADA paratransit vehi-
cle operators and riders, it is vital that individuals recruited
for these positions possess a customer service attitude or good
“people skills.” It is important to recruit beyond just individu-
als with experience driving buses, taxis, or other types of vehi-
cles. The proper attitude must be given equal consideration.
Some systems that offered input on this topic indicated that
they find it more successful to “hire individuals with the right
attitude and provide training as a vehicle operator” than to hire
“an experienced vehicle operator and try to train them to have
the right attitude.” The ideal recruit will possess both types of
qualities and skills.

The literature search found that focusing on hiring the
“right person” was also successful and espoused in other indus-
tries. In the trucking industry, case studies indicated that some
successful companies “hire persons with good attitudes and
trained those individuals to drive” rather than focusing on hir-
ing experienced operators from other companies.

Many systems and individuals also noted the importance of
finding individuals who have good spatial orientation and
who understand how to read maps. This skill is often taken for

granted. The lack of map reading skills was cited as one of the
main reasons that trainees fail in the training process, are ter-
minated, or become frustrated with the job and leave.

Competitive Wages

To attract applicants who will eventually become successful,
experienced, productive, and long-term vehicle operators, a
competitive wage must be offered. While there are many things
that prospective recruits consider when deciding to apply for
and accepting a job as a vehicle operator, the wages offered
where ranked by all who offered input as one of the most
important. Without competitive wages, organizations are likely
to attract a more transient workforce that is interested in any
job, rather than more experienced and skilled individuals, or
quality individuals with a good customer service attitude who
are interested in being ADA paratransit vehicle operators.
When the demands of the job become known, more transient
applicants are then much more likely to not complete training
or to leave as soon as a better paying job becomes available.

Low pay in current ADA paratransit operations was cited as
a major factor in low training completion rates. Low pay was
also cited by focus group participants and survey respondents
as the main reason for high turnover.

In establishing a competitive rate, several external factors
must be considered. The first is the overall job market. Dur-
ing times of lower unemployment, it may become necessary
to offer higher wages or other benefits and incentives to
attract quality candidates. Wages offered by other transporta-
tion companies in the area must also be considered. Once
individuals are fully trained, they can easily move between
service providers in the area. This is particularly true if they
have Commercial Drivers Licenses or obtain them as part of
their training.

The research also indicated that it is important to match the
wage that is offered to the requirements of the job. It is impor-
tant to not just provide a competitive “driver” wage but to offer
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a wage that will attract individuals with the right attitude who
can handle the rigors of shared-ride paratransit operations.
Several vehicle operators and managers who participated in
focus group discussions indicated that some people quit
because they are able to find employment with equal pay but a
lot less demanding.

Benefits

Another important part of the compensation equation are
the fringe benefits provided. These must be appropriate given
the labor market and able to compete with other similar
employers. The benefits package must also consider the wages
and income level of employees. The research indicated that
while many service providers indicate that they offer health
benefits, the employee contributions required often put these
benefits beyond the reach of most vehicle operators. For exam-
ple, the national survey found that in private contractor oper-
ated paratransit programs the average contribution required
for an individual’s health care coverage was 33%, and the aver-
age contribution for family health care coverage was 50%. In
dollar terms, family coverage typically requires a contribution
of $500 per month or more, and average starting wages in pri-
vate contractor operations was only $10.47 per hour.

Not offering health care benefits, in particular, can limit
the pool of potential applicants. Applicants with families and
applicants without other ways to obtain health care coverage
may place a premium on this particular benefit. Approximately
80% of the focus group operators from challenged (high
turnover) systems commented that benefits for paratransit
vehicle operators were inadequate. One operator related: “We
need better benefits. Always changing insurance and giving us
bad benefits.” Another operator, citing inequities in benefits
between fixed-route and paratransit operators stated: “The
people who drive the big buses get more holidays than para-
transit operators.”

Work Shifts

The run structure and the work shifts created to cover runs
can also have a significant impact on recruitment efforts. To
provide capacity during both morning and afternoon peak
time periods and to also minimize excess capacity during mid-
day and evening hours, many systems have a number of split
and part-time shifts. Some operators are asked to work several
hours through the morning peak, take a 2–3 hour unpaid
break during the middle of the day, and then work for several
hours through the afternoon peak. This practice of split shifts
is sometimes unpopular with vehicle operators and excessive
use of split shifts could affect job satisfaction and retention.
The national survey revealed that 42 (63%) of the 67 public
and private contractors that responded to the question about

what percentage of paratransit operators who were assigned to
split shifts indicated that some full-time paratransit operators
were assigned in this way. On average, 22% of full-time oper-
ators in these systems worked split shifts.

The survey also revealed that most ADA paratransit vehicle
operators pick work shifts based on seniority. This is the case
in 55 (81%) of the 68 systems that responded to the question
about how work was assigned to vehicle operators. Thirteen
systems (19%) assigned work to operators as needed. None of
the systems indicated that operators are hired for specific work
shifts. Full-time, straight shifts tend to be selected by senior
employees which means that recruitment must often focus on
filling the less desirable evening, weekend, part-time or split
shifts. To provide new employees with enough hours to ensure
a reasonable weekly income, part-time weekday shifts are often
combined with weekend work. The resulting weekly work
shifts offered to new recruits most often interfere with appli-
cants’ lifestyles or with family or other demands.

Creating work shifts that are more conducive to a reasonable
lifestyle can help to improve recruitment efforts. This is also an
important factor in retaining vehicle operators. While some
productivity might be lost by not trimming runs and shifts to
match service demand exactly, this loss of productivity might
be offset by lower recruitment costs, lower training costs, and
the improved efficiency through better retention.

Although not reported to be widely used in current para-
transit operations, pay differentials may also be helpful in this
area. If filling evening and weekend shifts as well as split-shifts
proves to be difficult, a slightly higher wage might be offered
for these less desirable assignments. The literature search indi-
cated that pay differentials are successfully used in the trucking
industry. The survey of current ADA paratransit operations,
however, found that only a few paratransit providers utilize pay
differentials.

Recruitment Efforts

Innovative recruitment efforts can also be used to attract
“the right” employees. Signing bonuses and referral bonuses
are offered by many systems and service providers. Typically,
these bonuses range from $200 to $500. To help with retention,
some systems offer to pay part of the bonus at the time the new
recruit is employed and then to pay the remainder of the bonus
after the new employee completes a certain period of employ-
ment (e.g., 90 days). Research completed for TCRP Report 77:
Managing Transit’s Workforce in the New Millennium (27)
found employee referral programs to be a best practice of using
internal recruitment resources within the transit industry. The
study report included five examples of how transit agencies
design and implement referral programs. While the amount of
referral payments differed from agency to agency, the concepts
of how to make the program meaningful were the same. For
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instance, in each case the programs were designed in multi-
phased bonus formats with the referring employee receiving
two or more payments at designated periods of employment of
the new hire.

Current employees are often overlooked in their natural role
as informal recruiting resources. Focus group participants
(vehicle operators) spoke about how they are asked on a num-
ber of occasions about the nature of their jobs and how they
provide information about their work and on how to apply for
the position. The person who enjoys the job of paratransit
vehicle operator and is good at it can be a spontaneous cost-
effective goodwill ambassador for the employer.

Several focus group participants indicated that they learned
of their current jobs by word-of-mouth. They also indicated
that while on-the-road they are often stopped by strangers who
inquire about possible employment opportunities. This word-
of-mouth recruitment appears to be a significant part of find-
ing new vehicle operators in current ADA paratransit services,
and where this is the case, referral bonuses can be particularly
effective. Word-of-mouth recruitment is also likely to work
more effectively when the current workforce is content. Dis-
satisfied vehicle operators may not be encouraging to individ-
uals who ask about the job.

Some systems also report that they have had success recruit-
ing individuals who are retired and seeking a supplemental
income. This is a particularly effective strategy in communities
with significant retirement populations as well as in commu-
nities with retired military personnel. It has also been reported
by several providers that older, retired employees tend to be
reliable and more customer service oriented. They also may not
have a problem working part-time shifts and fewer hours per
week. Sometimes, fringe benefits are not as critical if they have
benefits from their prior jobs.

On the other hand, older workers may be more sensitive to
shifts that do not match their lifestyles. While older employ-
ees may not mind part-time shifts (e.g., 4–5 hours per day),
they may not want to work evening or weekend shifts. If
paratransit systems can be more effective in recruiting older
workers, they may find it more beneficial to create part-time
work for these operators rather than to rely too heavily on
split shifts.

More targeted focus on recruiting older workers is also
important since the workforce is aging. As noted previously,
the number of older workers in the workforce is expected to
increase by 56% by 2012. Several reports identified in the liter-
ature search stressed that organizations will need to attract
older workers in the future to remain competitive. Job fairs tar-
geted to older job seekers were reported in the national survey
to be one successful way to recruit older workers.

Some paratransit providers also reported success targeting
and recruiting health care and social service employees from
home health care and other industries. These employees may

be more likely to bring a customer service attitude and skills
in working with persons with disabilities.

Pre-Screening and Job Previews

The literature and focus group discussions noted the need
for effective pre-screening and realistic job previews. It is
important to identify individuals who meet all qualifications
and are likely to succeed in the job. Effective pre-screening can
also prevent high training drop-out rates and preserve train-
ing resources. Providing applicants with a realistic description
of the job can also help individuals decide if the job is right for
them.

Agency/Company Image

Individuals in the community are more likely to seek
employment with an organization if the word-of-mouth is that
the organization is a good employer. Similarly, if the local para-
transit service has a positive reputation, individuals interested
in the job for social or “people” reasons are more likely to
apply.

Second only to a paycheck, participants in the focus groups
that were conducted indicated that they were drawn to the job
(or continued in the job) because they liked working with peo-
ple and felt that they were performing an important service. It
is possible that building a good local service reputation would
help draw more people to want to be part of the program.

Conversely, if the company or service has a negative reputa-
tion, it may be harder to attract individuals interested in doing
community work. Higher pay or other compensation may be
necessary to offset this negative perception in order to obtain
high-quality recruits.

One approach that may assist with recruitment is to highlight
vehicle operators in local community news stories. This may
also help with retention. A number of systems and providers
indicated that one of the main reasons for high drop-out rates
in training is that recruits do not have a good sense of the job
that they are applying for. Once they learn all of the require-
ments of the job, they decide it is not for them or decide that
they can get less demanding employment for the same or com-
parable pay. Community news stories may help provide the
public and potential recruits with a better idea of the require-
ments of the job of vehicle operator.

Providing Effective Training 
and Tools

In addition to finding “The Right” employee, it is important
that employees are properly trained, receive the necessary
tools, and receive appropriate support from others in the
organization. The overall work environment is also an impor-
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tant factor. Figure 4-3 shows some of the key considerations 
in training and the tools that can help with recruitment and
retention.

Training

Effective initial training is obviously important for prepar-
ing new vehicle operators for the job. Being adequately pre-
pared to perform the job can reduce frustration, increase job
satisfaction, improve retention, and improve performance.

The national survey of paratransit providers found that, on
average, about 127 hours of training is typically provided.
This includes about 59 hours of classroom instruction and
68 hours of on-the-road training. Longer training (up to
eight weeks) is provided by public entities that have com-
bined fixed-route and paratransit workforces and that train
new vehicle operators in both modes. Classroom training
typically covers the service policies and procedures, the com-
pany policies and procedures, ADA requirements, orientation
to vehicles and equipment, passenger assistance techniques,
disability awareness, customer service training, defensive
driving, map reading, drug and alcohol program training,
sexual harassment training, orientation to schedules and paper-
work, and other topics. In some systems, short versions of first-
aid and CPR are provided.

The first part of the on-the-road portion of the training
typically has the new operator ride along with an experienced
operator/trainer. In the latter part of the on-the-road train-
ing, the new operator performs the service and is observed by
an experienced operator/trainer.

Best practice is to test for proficiency as each portion of the
training is completed. This involves written tests for the class-
room training and observations and grading of performance
for the passenger assistance and vehicle and equipment ori-
entation segments, as well as a final grading of performance
at the end of the on-the-road segment. Best practice also

includes individuals with disabilities in the disability aware-
ness, ADA requirements, and passenger assistance portions
of the training.

As noted in the “Developing an Employee Profile and Pre-
Qualifications” section, the research to date indicates that
improved skills in map reading and schedule reading are
needed. Typically, in the classroom portions of most training
programs, only about 4 hours are allocated to map reading
and about 2 hours to schedule reading. Many of the operators
who participated in the focus groups indicated that addi-
tional training time was needed in these areas.

In terms of schedule reading and management, there
reportedly is a need for new vehicle operators to have a bet-
ter understanding of all of the “times” involved in ADA para-
transit and included on the manifests. For example, if a mani-
fest shows the scheduled pick-up time, rather than the ETA,
new vehicle operators need to know that there is an on-time
window associated with that scheduled time and they have
20 or 30 minutes leeway in performing that trip. A common
complaint of vehicle operators, repeated in the focus groups,
is that the schedule has them “in two places at the same time.”
This is likely due to the fact that the scheduled time is shown
and the scheduler expects one pick-up to be performed early
in the 20–30 minute on-time window and the second to be
performed later in the window. If the ETA is shown, opera-
tors need to know that the scheduler is expecting them to per-
form trips as close as possible to this time to make the sched-
ule work (but that there still may be some leeway even with
ETAs). Better training in understanding how to read and use
the time allowances in the schedule can improve job satisfac-
tion and performance.

Another common issue cited by systems and operators is
the lack of full understanding of the features of advanced
technologies. For example, the main screen on mobile
computer systems (MDCs) may show only basic trip infor-
mation. Special pick-up instructions are often contained
on secondary screens. Vehicle operators need to be trained
to know how to access these secondary screens, and an
emphasis needs to be placed on making sure that all trip
information is checked before a pick-up is made. Not
understanding how to access full information can result 
in no-shows and missed trips, operator frustration, and
decreased performance. In general, if advanced technolo-
gies are employed, training to proficiency in the operation
of these systems is needed.

An innovative practice that was identified in the research
was to start the training program by having applicants spend
a day on the road with an experienced operator; this report-
edly gave operators a much better sense of the actual job.
Applicants have an opportunity at the end of this first day to
decide if they want to pursue the job. It was reported that giv-
ing applicants this early exposure reduced drop-out rates
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later in the training process. It would also make the classroom
training more pertinent and “real.”

Finally, ongoing training can impact job satisfaction, reten-
tion, and performance. If new operators are having difficulty
with certain aspects of the job, additional instruction should be
provided. New operators should also be made to feel that it is
okay to alert supervisors and managers to parts of the job about
which they feel they need additional instruction.

Tools

In addition to effective and thorough training, job satisfac-
tion, retention, and performance are impacted by providing
vehicle operators with the tools they need to do the job to the
best of their ability. These tools include well-designed and
properly maintained equipment, accessibility equipment that
is functional and easy to use, and communications equipment
that is reliable and effective. Vehicle operators “live with” the
equipment provided every day. Their comfort as well as pro-
ductivity is affected directly by the adequacy of these tools.

Clean, well maintained vehicles also impact the image that
is projected of the service and the agency/company. This image
reflects on the vehicle operators and can impact job satisfac-
tion. As noted in the “Agency/Company Image” section, it can
also impact public perception of the service and company and
can affect recruitment.

A possible best practice is to involve vehicle operators in the
design, testing, and selection of vehicles and equipment. While
maintenance personnel are often involved in equipment
design and selection, fewer systems get feedback from vehicle
operators.

Advanced technologies can also assist vehicle operators and
improve performance. A number of respondents to the survey
noted that they have installed GPS navigation systems on vehi-
cles and have found that it helps new operators in particular.
Even with better training and more time spent on map read-
ing and learning the area, it is difficult for new operators to
have a good working knowledge of the entire service area (par-
ticularly in very large systems). Technology that can assist with
finding specific addresses can relieve much of the stress placed
on new operators and can even assist experienced operators in
finding infrequent or uncommon addresses.

MDCs can make the communications between vehicle oper-
ators and dispatchers more efficient and can reduce wait times
for dispatch assistance. MDCs can also minimize the manual
writing that is associated with paper manifest or with add-ons
to the schedule. As noted above, though, if advanced technolo-
gies are employed, these systems need to function properly and
vehicle operators need to be trained to use them. It has been
reported that poorly performing equipment or a lack of under-
standing of these advance technologies can have negative
impacts on vehicle operator performance and job satisfaction.

Providing Support and a Positive
Work Environment

The provision of efficient and quality ADA paratransit ser-
vice requires a team effort. To perform to their maximum
ability, vehicle operators need good support from other parts
of the organization, including scheduling and dispatch. Rec-
ognizing when operators perform well and offering support
during difficult operating times is vital. A good overall work
environment and a process that ensures that vehicle operators
are “heard” is also important for job satisfaction, retention,
and performance. Figure 4-4 illustrates key factors that impact
the work environment.

Workable Schedules

One of the more surprising findings of the early research is
the role that scheduling plays in job satisfaction and retention
of vehicle operators. Along with pay and work shifts, the
workability of run schedules was a major issue with operators
who participated in focus groups. Supervisors participating
in focus groups cited scheduling as the most frequent source
of frustration for paratransit operators with seven of the
nine supervisors making statements in this regard.

During focus groups, a number of vehicle operators reported
that poorly designed schedules and tight scheduling can be a
major source of frustration. A female operator commented
that late night flex shifts are “discouraging and kind of fright-
ening since the system operates until midnight.” They cited cir-
cuitous scheduling and scheduling that “didn’t make sense.”
There were also complaints about schedules with too many
trips to be performed on-time. Add-ons to the schedule dur-
ing the day of service were also raised as an issue: “Schedule you
a day off and then draft you to work on your off day.”

Vehicle operators noted that poorly designed schedules can
make them feel that they are constantly failing at their jobs. In
addition, it leads to conflicts with riders who may be picked-
up late, may ride an excessively long time on an overly cir-
cuitous route, or who may get to appointments late.
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A best practice that was identified in the early research was
scaling back on schedules for newer operators. A number of sys-
tems reported that they identify the runs that will be performed
by new operators and reduce the number of trips on those runs.
This is done by either reducing the estimated travel speeds on
those runs (thereby allowing more time between pick-ups and
drop-offs), or by simply limiting the total number of trips per
hour. Systems typically reported reducing travel speeds to 80%
of the speeds of other, fully utilized runs.

The research also noted that more experienced vehicle
operators, who have seniority and first choice in the selec-
tion of shifts, often will choose runs with set subscription
riders. These runs are more stable from day to day and once
learned are easier to perform than runs that involve a lot of
many-to-many trips. As a result, newer operators may end
up with more of the difficult run assignments which when
combined with less knowledge of the area and less experi-
ence with map reading, can impact performance and job
satisfaction.

Dispatch Support

The level of support received from radio dispatchers was also
a key factor noted by vehicle operators who participated in the
focus groups. The importance of the relationship between
vehicle operators and dispatchers is also well documented in
the literature. A lack of support by dispatchers or outright con-
flict between vehicle operators and dispatchers can have a
major impact on job satisfaction and performance. Several
operators indicated that they recognize that the job of dis-
patchers is very difficult but cited a lack of teamwork to address
difficult situations.

The provision of shared-ride ADA paratransit service is a
difficult job even under the best of circumstances. With traf-
fic, weather, missed customer connections, issues with riders,
and other factors, it can be difficult to manage and perform a
schedule. In many areas, the situation is also exacerbated by
the fact that resources are stretched to the limits. As a result,
scheduling is often tight. Service may sometimes run late and
riders may often be upset with the service they are provided.
In these situations, the daily provision of service can be even
more difficult.

Vehicle operators who provided input at the focus group
meetings seemed to understand the pressures on the system
and the pressures that dispatchers were under. There was a
sense that they were willing to “share the load” and work
with dispatchers to make the best of the situation they were
in. They did not, however, appreciate it when dispatchers
seemed to take out their frustrations and difficulties on
them or did not seem to do their part in trying to address
these issues as a team. Some of the feelings expressed
included:

• “You don’t get help from them. They don’t know the city
themselves. It is frustrating when you can’t do what you
could because of poor planning.”

• “Dispatchers are disrespectful and rude.”
• “Dispatchers sometimes don’t sympathize with what the

operators are dealing with.”

Managers who participated in the focus groups concurred
with operators that disrespectful dispatchers negatively impact
operator job satisfaction.

Transit systems and service providers need to select dis-
patchers who can not only manage runs but can effectively
manage the workforce they are assigned to oversee. Training
dispatchers on how to manage the workforce in a positive way
during times of stress can be very helpful. Selecting dispatch-
ers who can work effectively with operators in a positive way
is also important.

Management Support

Beyond the radio dispatchers, vehicle operators need the
support of others in the organization, particularly their direct
supervisors and the system managers. These other staff can
have a major impact on the degree to which the organization
operates effectively and as a team. Supervisors and managers
need to understand the conditions under which vehicle oper-
ators and other staff are operating and need to be supportive
when appropriate.

A lack of management support, or even worse—poor
management or dispatch—can undermine other efforts to
improve retention. Modest increases in wages, improvements
in benefits, and improved training are not likely to be enough
to keep good employees if they feel that they are “on their
own” when there are difficult paratransit operating issues or if
they are made to feel that service problems are “their fault.”

During focus groups, managers expressed their desire to
make employees feel they are appreciated and listened to and
said they provide opportunities that encourage operators to
communicate their concerns. They spoke about regularly
scheduled open forums in which operators get to talk about
anything they want to discuss. Some organizations have
employee committees set up that employees can access if they
need to air any concerns.

TCRP Synthesis 71: Paratransit Manager’s Skills, Qualifi-
cations, and Needs profiled four paratransit managers. One
manager stated that “good managers must be able to moti-
vate the drivers in a manner that allows the driver to feel
‘ownership’ in the operation. . . . A good paratransit man-
ager must also ensure that the dispatchers, reservationists,
schedulers, and vehicle operators communicate effectively
with each other on an ongoing and consistent basis.” In regard
to employee involvement, comfortable settings, consistent
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management interaction, or supportive supervisory prac-
tices, “respondents noted that a strong support team of
drivers and dispatchers is essential and is the backbone of
paratransit operations. . . . Know your people and they need
to know you.” Other comments focused on employee devel-
opment, skills training, and maintaining a positive and sup-
portive culture for employees.

A best practice identified in Synthesis 71 is for supervisors
and managers to spend time each week or month riding vehi-
cles and directly observing the operation. This time on-board
can provide important insights into operating issues and can
demonstrate real involvement and concern about the issues
faced by vehicle operators.

An Effective Grievance Process

As disputes and issues arise, it is also important to have an
effective process for receiving and handling grievances. Many
of the managers and supervisors that participated in focus
groups or who responded to the survey indicated that it was
important to maintain an “open door” policy and invite any
employees to bring issues directly to them. As issues are iden-
tified, it is then important that they are not just heard but are
acted on. Actions taken then need to be communicated back
to employees so that they know that something has been
done. Even if larger factors prevent an ideal solution, com-
municating these factors to employees will reduce frustra-
tions and avoid the impression that no efforts were made or
that “nothing ever gets addressed.”

Recognition

All employees value and appreciate recognition and posi-
tive reinforcement. This is particularly important for ADA
paratransit vehicle operators who often operate under diffi-
cult circumstances. Being on the road can make operators feel
somewhat separate from the other parts of the operation, and
recognition and positive reinforcement can help make oper-
ators feel more a part of the team.

A number of systems and service providers have employee
of the month and employee of the year programs or have
other ways of publicly recognizing good performance. Many
systems also report that they provide awards and bonuses for
good performance. Commonly reported programs recognize
and reward safe operation, reliability and attendance, on-
time performance, low complaint rates, or a combination of
these performance items.

In some systems, concern was expressed about the way that
bonuses were distributed or how the goals were set. Input
from managers and vehicle operators indicated that bonus
programs need to be fair and meaningful. At the same time,
they need to be achievable.

Work Environment

A common theme in systems that were identified to have
stable workforces was that there was a good overall work envi-
ronment. Vehicle operators from these systems reported that
the organization was like a “family” and that they enjoyed the
people they worked with. They indicated that the organiza-
tion had a real interest in its employees and looked out for
their interest.

Small efforts, such as recognizing birthdays and periodically
hosting breakfasts or company gatherings, were cited as things
that helped improve the camaraderie and the overall work
environment. Each of the other factors noted—support,
recognition, and hearing and acting on concerns—also plays
a part in the cultivation of a positive work environment. Some
efforts can have an immediate impact, but more often, chang-
ing the work environment is something that requires time and
requires ongoing effort to maintain.

Managers should also not underestimate the importance of
a comfortable and inviting physical work environment. Vehi-
cle operators appreciate a comfortable area to spend time on
breaks or between shifts and an area where they can review
and plan out schedules before going out on runs. Some sys-
tems also provide exercise equipment and facilities. A com-
fortable and well-appointed facility lets operators know that
they are important to the company and are appreciated.

Underlying Causal Factors 
That Impact Vehicle Operator
Recruitment and Retention

The previous sections detail the factors that directly impact
vehicle operator recruitment, retention and performance.
There are also significant underlying causal factors that often
have an impact. This section details one such factor that was
raised by systems and providers. This situation is illustrated
in Figure 4-5.

ADA paratransit ridership has grown steadily since the pas-
sage of the ADA in 1990, with increases of 5% to 10% per year
not uncommon at many systems. At the same time, many
agency budgets have not grown at a similar rate. As a result,
transit agencies and ADA paratransit managers are under
pressure to deliver services as efficiently as possible and with
as few resources as possible. Where services are contracted
out, cost is a major factor in the selection of providers. In
turn, prospective service providers understand that keeping
the bid process as low as possible can be a determining factor
in whether or not they are selected as a contractor.

This pressure on resources and costs appears to have an
impact on vehicle operator recruitment and retention. Wages
for paratransit service are sometimes very low and fringe ben-
efits are often limited. The national survey found that start-
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ing wages for paratransit operators range from $7.00 per hour
to $15.77 per hour. The average wage varies depending on the
type of operation, with operators employed by public agen-
cies receiving an average of $12.06 per hour but operators of
private contractors receiving only $10.47 on average. Wages
also vary depending on union representation, with non-
union operators at public agencies receiving an average wage
of $11.30 per hour and non-union operators at private con-
tractors receiving an average wage of only $9.03 per hour. As
a result, contracted service providers report that it is difficult
to attract and keep vehicle operators. Annual post-training
turnover rates for private paratransit contractors average
30% per year and range as high as 80% per year. This, in turn,
is reported to impact vehicle operator performance and over-
all system performance and cost.

In some ways, though, pressures to minimize costs can have
the opposite impact. Lower cost proposals, which are lower
mainly because of lower wages and benefits, may be accepted.
The lower wages and benefits may then result in higher vehicle
operator turnover, which in turn can result in a less productive
service. If productivity is lower than planned, this means that
more vehicle-hours must be operated to meet the same level of
demand. Since many public transit agencies pay contractors on
a per vehicle-hour of service basis, more vehicle-hours of ser-
vice raises the total cost. The extra cost of added vehicle-hours
could be more than the cost of paying for a provider with
slightly higher bid costs but with a more productive workforce.

For example, in a system where the demand is for 100,000
trips a year, operating at a productivity of 1.3 trips per 
vehicle hour rather than 1.5 trips per vehicle-hour would
require 76,923 hours of service rather than 66,667 hours of
service (a 15% increase in the hours needed). A contractor
with a $45 per hour rate operating at 1.3 trips per hour

would actually cost more, in the long run, than a contractor
charging $51 per hour but providing a workforce that could
operate at 1.5 trips per hour.

Important Inter-Relationships

Figure 4-5 illustrates how certain factors impact vehicle
operator recruitment, retention, and performance. There are
also a number of important inter-relationships between fac-
tors. The literature, focus groups, and surveys suggest certain
relationships, but there is little hard research data that details
these key inter-relationships. Key relationships between factors
that may be useful to research are described in more detail in the
following sections.

Compensation, Turnover, Productivity, 
and Total Cost

Information from the national survey indicates that there is
a strong relationship between compensation paid to vehicle
operators and the annual turnover of the operator workforce.
It is also believed that lower turnover can improve productiv-
ity. A more experienced workforce is more familiar with the
service area, riders, and pick-up locations. This should trans-
late into an ability to run schedules more efficiently. Increased
productivity reduces the total number of service hours that
must be operated to meet a given demand, which in turn low-
ers the total cost of service.

At the same time, since wages and fringe benefits account for
60–70% of total service cost, an increase in compensation has
a direct impact on the unit cost of service (cost per vehicle-
hour). An increase in the unit cost of service in turn has a direct
impact on total service costs. These impacts of compensation
levels are illustrated in Figure 4-6.

As shown in Figure 4-6, there is a direct relationship between
wages and benefits paid and unit cost of service (increased
wages and benefits result in increased unit costs). There is an
inverse relationship between wages and compensation paid
and turnover (increased wages and benefits lower turnover).
Case studies presented in Chapter 6 also suggest an inverse
relationship between turnover and productivity (all else being
equal, lower turnover and a more experienced workforce result
in higher productivity). Productivity has an inverse relation-
ship to the number of hours of service that must be operated
(the higher the productivity, the fewer the number of vehicle-
hours needed for a given level of demand). All of these inter-
relationships suggest that while an increase in compensation
will raise the unit cost per hour of service, it also should
increase productivity and decrease the number of vehicle-
hours of service needed, which will tend to lower the total cost.

A better understanding of the magnitude of these direct
and inverse inter-relationships could be very helpful to para-
transit managers and public transit agencies. Knowing the
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degree to which increased wages impact turnover and the
impact of years of experience on productivity would allow
systems to set wages and compensation to minimize total
cost. This issue is explored more fully in Chapter 6.

Compensation and Recruitment 
and Training Costs

A second important set of inter-relationships exist between
compensation—the wages and fringe benefits provided—
and recruitment and training costs. These inter-relationships
are illustrated in Figure 4-7. As shown in Figure 4-7, recruit-
ment cost is determined by multiplying the number of new
hires needed per year by the per hire recruitment cost, where
the number of new hires needed per year is determined by the
total workforce requirement, training completion rates, and
post-training turnover. Training costs are determined by the
number of new recruits multiplied by the per trainee cost.

Compensation has several impacts on the factors in this
equation. Higher compensation can lower post-training

turnover [illustrated by the negative (−) relationship between
“Compensation” and “Post-Training Turnover” in Figure 4-7].
Because post-training turnover has a direct relationship to the
number of new hires needed [illustrated by the plus (+) sign in
Figure 4-7], lower post-training can lower the number of new
hires needed. Higher compensation can also lower per hire
recruitment costs by creating a larger pool of more qualified
potential new hires. Increased compensation can decrease the
drop-out rate in training by both attracting more qualified new
hires and by decreasing the number of trainees who feel that
the compensation does not match the demands of the job.
Finally, more competitive compensation can lower retraining
costs by developing a better workforce that requires less fre-
quent retraining.

A key for paratransit managers and transit systems is bal-
ancing the increased compensation costs against the savings
in total recruitment and training costs. A better understand-
ing of the magnitude of the relationships and impacts illus-
trated in Figure 4-7 would help managers set the level of
compensation to minimize overall costs.
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Purpose of the Analysis 
and Data Sources

Relatively low levels of compensation are often cited as
issues in ADA paratransit vehicle operator recruitment and
retention. This was noted in several reports and articles identi-
fied in the literature search. It was also one of the key findings
of the focus group discussions summarized in Chapter 3. The
national survey results summarized in Chapter 4 also provided
information that suggested that vehicle operator compensa-
tion was an issue. Wages for ADA paratransit vehicle operators
were found to be lower than for fixed-route operators. Fringe
benefits for ADA paratransit operators were also found to be
minimal, especially for services operated by private contrac-
tors. An initial tabulation and graphing of starting wage rates
versus turnover rates, based on the survey responses, also indi-
cated a possible relationship (see Figure 3-8).

It would be expected that higher rates of compensation
would enable providers to attract more qualified applicants and
to be more selective in hiring qualified operators who are likely
to stay on the job. High rates of compensation would also be
expected to reduce incentives for operators to seek other work.
To test this hypothesis, a regression analysis was conducted
using data obtained from the national survey. Components of
compensation that were requested from respondents in the
national survey included the following:

• Training wage,
• Starting wage,
• Maximum wage,
• Days of vacation in the first year of employment,
• Maximum vacation days per year that can be earned,
• Paid holidays per year,
• Percent employee contribution required for individual

health care coverage, and
• Percent employee contribution required for family health

care coverage.

All of these items were tested for their influence on reten-
tion, which was measured using the annual post-training
turnover rate (defined as the number of operators terminated
after completion of training in the preceding 12 months, either
voluntarily or not, divided by the current number of opera-
tors). The following three additional variables that could influ-
ence retention were also tested:

• Whether the provider is a public transit system or a private
company under contract to a public transit system;

• Completion rate (the percentage of trainees who completed
training in the past 12 months); and

• Part-time operators as a percentage of all paratransit
operators.

Labor rates in each service area were used to adjust wages
to account for the fact that operators in different parts of the
country face very different circumstances in deciding whether
to stay with a job driving a paratransit vehicle. For this pur-
pose, median hourly wages for Transportation and Material
Moving Occupations from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’
May 2008 Metropolitan and Nonmetropolitan Area Occupa-
tional Employment and Wage Estimates were used.

Some preliminary tabulations of these variables were pre-
pared for the Interim Report. Since then, the data have been
subjected to rigorous examinations to detect possible mis-
understandings in the responses or data entry errors as the
respondents typed their answers into the survey website. As
needed, respondents were contacted by email to resolve uncer-
tainties. Some points of confusion that were found included
the following:

• Counting taxi drivers as employees;
• Responding with full-time equivalents instead of numbers

of employees;
• Including operators who drive both paratransit and fixed

route;

C H A P T E R  5

The Relationship Between 
Compensation and Turnover

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


• Duplicate responses (for example, responses from two
people at the same agency); and

• Providing the employer contribution to health care instead
of the employee contribution.

Operators who drive both paratransit and fixed-route ser-
vice could have much lower turnover than operators who
drive only paratransit. Unfortunately, too few systems use this
mode of operations to test this hypothesis, but these responses
were included for analysis of other variables.

After elimination of systems that provided unusable data,
57 systems remained that were usable for regression analysis.
Of these some did not provide answers to all the questions, so
the number of cases varies somewhat, depending on the com-
bination of variables tested.

Exploratory Analysis

As a preliminary exploration, correlations between turnover
and candidate variables were calculated. Only four variables
have statistically significant correlations with turnover, as
shown in Table 5-1.

The negative values mean that increasing values of these
variables correspond to lower rates of turnover. All of these
correlations are significantly different from zero with at least
95% confidence. The absence of a number of variables is some-
what surprising. Notably, adjusted labor rates turn out to be
weakly correlated with turnover. The maximum wage level and
the percentage of health coverage cost paid by the employee are
somewhat more strongly correlated with turnover but not at a
statistically significant level.

Public providers have significantly lower turnover rates than
contract providers. As shown in Table 5-2, contract providers
averaged a 32% turnover, compared to 16% at public providers.
This suggests an exploration of whether the difference is due
to better wages and benefits at public providers or to some
aspect of public agency operation other than compensation.
Table 5-2 shows how the various measures of compensation
compare between contract and public providers. In general,
public operators provide better compensation on average,
especially as regards wages and health care coverage. The per-
centage of part-time operators is somewhat lower at contract
operators, but not by a statistically significant amount. There
is also very little difference in the total amount of paid time off
that employees can receive at contract and public providers.

Regression Analysis

Variables can often interact in surprising ways. For this
reason, even variables that did not directly have significant
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Variable Correlation*

Percent part-time -0.25 

Public or contract provider -0.37 

Starting wage (unadjusted) -0.28 

Training completion rate -0.35 

*A correlation of -1.0 would mean a perfect correlation 
between the variable shown and the turnover rate, 
while a correlation of 0.0 would mean no correlation at all.

Table 5-1. Correlations with
turnover rate.

Variable Contract  
Providers

Public
Providers

Difference 
(Public – 
Contract)

Statistical 
Significance

Turnover 32% 16% -16% 99% 
Percent Part-time 14% 18% 4% Not 

significant
Training Wage $8.55 $9.62 $1.07 90% 
Completion Rate 63% 80% 17% 95% 
Starting Wage $10.46 $12.05 $1.59 99% 
Maximum Wage $14.18 $16.61 $2.42 99% 
Starting Wage - Adjusted $10.30 $12.41 $2.11 99% 
Maximum Wage - Adjusted $13.85 $17.10 $3.25 99% 
Starting PTO for full-time operators** 11.2 14.4 3.2 96% 
Maximum PTO for full-time operators* 21.9 22.8 0.9 Not 

significant
Employer contribution to health coverage
(full-time operators)*** 

60% 81% 21% 99% 

* Numbers and percentages may vary slightly from national survey results presented in 
Chapter 3 since the regression analysis was based on a subset of systems with complete 
survey data and on revised data obtained during follow-up contacts. 

**   Paid Time Off (PTO) is calculated as paid vacation plus paid holidays.  
*** Typically, employers pay a lower share for family coverage than individual coverage. For 

simplicity, the average of the two is used in this analysis. If a provider reported not offering 
individual or family health coverage, the employer contribution was set at 0%. 

Table 5-2. Differences between contract and public providers.*
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correlations with turnover could have an influence after con-
trolling for some other variable. Therefore, most of the vari-
ables in Table 5-2 are included in the regression analysis.

One variable that was excluded was the training completion
rate. Although completion rate is correlated with turnover,
examination of the data suggests that a high completion rate
may be as much a result of low turnover as a cause. Many of
the systems with high completion rates had very small num-
bers of trainees, which would be expected with low rates of
turnover. As a hypothesis, a low turnover rate results in the
provider needing to recruit only a few new operators, which
means that the provider can be very selective, which would
tend to produce a high training completion rate.

The regression analysis found that only the same three
variables in Table 5-1 (excluding completion rate) con-
tributed significantly to any model of turnover rate. Two
models of interest are the following:

Model 1
Turnover = 0.685 − (0.035 × Starting Wage) 

− (0.101 × Public)
(t statistic) (−2.11) (−1.77)
(significance) (0.040) (0.083)
R Squared = 0.21

Model 2
Turnover = 0.864 − (0.051 × Starting Wage) 

− (0.244 × Percent Part-Time)
(t statistic) (−3.44) (−1.71)
(significance) (0.001) (0.092)
R Squared = 0.20

The variable “Public” takes the value 1 for public providers
and 0 for contract providers. In both models, the variables
other than starting wage are significant with less than 95%
confidence but are nearly significant and can be included on
the basis of strong theoretical justification and the small sample
size. No other combination of these three variables results in a
model with significant or even nearly significant coefficients.
Both models use 57 valid cases.

The two models demonstrate that there is a strong connec-
tion between wages and turnover, with higher wages connect-
ing with lower turnover. The equations imply that an increase
of $1.00 in wages corresponds, on average, to a drop of 3.5%
(Model 1) to 5.1% (Model 2) in turnover rate. Although, the
R Squared values show that, even in combination with other
variables, wages only account for 20% to 21% of the variation
in turnover rates. In addition, the models show that (1) by
controlling wages, public providers have turnover rates that
are 10% lower than private providers on average and (2) lower
percentages of part-time operators are connected with lower
turnover rates. A difference of 10% in the percentage of part-
time operators corresponds, on average, with a difference of
2.4% in turnover rate.

Graphical Analysis and Discussion

Starting Wage, Provider Type, and Turnover

Figure 5-1 shows in graphical form the relationship repre-
sented by regression Model 1. The public providers (black
squares) have a lower turnover than the contract providers
(hollow diamonds), though there is considerable overlap
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between the two groups. Within each group there is a loose
association between wages and turnover. Most of the higher
wage providers have a very low turnover, but there are many
lower wage systems with moderate rates of turnover. In the
case of the public providers, the trend is dominated by a few
providers that have zero or near-zero turnover and high wages.

The results suggest that there is some aspect of public ser-
vice provision that produces lower turnover other than sim-
ply higher wage rates. For example, operators working for
public providers have more job security because they do not
face the uncertainty connected with changes in contract
providers and also because public providers may have more
procedures in place that require a clear cause of termination
and attempts to remedy the poor performance before an
operator can be terminated. Operators working for public
providers probably have better pension benefits which
would provide an incentive for an operator to stay with the
job. Since public operators have access to capital funds to
build facilities and are less driven to maximize profit or cut
costs, working conditions for vehicle operators at public
providers are probably better in most cases than at private
contractors.

Figure 5-2 shows the relationship represented by regression
Model 2. The highest wage group (asterisks) has the lowest
turnover, the lowest wage group (hollow diamonds) has the
highest turnover, and the medium-wage group (black squares)
is in the middle. As with the public/private distinction, there
is a great deal of overlap in turnover rates among the wage cat-
egories. Within the middle- and low-wage groups, the associ-
ation between the percentage of part-time operators and
turnover found by the regression model is apparent though

loose. In the case of the high-wage group, there is no clear asso-
ciation between turnover and the percentage of part-time
operators.

The above analysis is based on the actual wages reported
by survey respondents. In an effort to control for differences
in labor costs in each area, the research team adjusted these
actual wages to reflect typical wages in each area. As noted
above, these adjustments were made using information
from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ May 2008 Metropolitan
and Nonmetropolitan Area Occupational Employment and
Wage Estimates. Median hourly wages for Transportation
and Materials Moving Occupations was used to make the
adjustments.

Figure 5-3 shows that adjusting starting wages to account
for different prevailing wage rates among areas does not
improve the association of wages with turnover. Interestingly,
using the adjusted wages does not improve the association
with turnover; instead, it obscures the association.

Health Care Coverage, Provider Type, 
and Turnover

Figure 5-4 shows the relationship between health care
coverage and turnover. There does appear to be a tendency
for systems that pay a higher percentage of health care to
have lower turnover on average. Regression analysis finds
that the relationship is almost statistically significant (with
91% confidence) despite the obviously wide scatter of obser-
vations. Since public systems have both lower turnover and
higher employer contributions to health care, it is possible
that some of the apparent influence of paid health benefits
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could be related to employment by a public operator. Fig-
ure 5-5 shows the relationship between paid health benefits
and turnover after controlling for public versus contract
operation. While there is still some apparent relationship,
it is much reduced and not statistically significant at all.

The influence of health coverage could be partly obscured
by difficulties in the data collection process. The questionnaire
asked for employee contribution to health care coverage, but
examination of responses indicated that some systems mis-
understood the question and reported employer contribution
instead. Wherever possible, these errors were corrected, but

some cases could not be confirmed and others could have
gone undetected. (In the analysis, the employer contribution
has been used and calculated as 100% minus the employee
contribution.)

Summary of Findings

The analysis of national survey data does show a strong
connection between wages and turnover. The models suggest
an average reduction in turnover of between 3.5% and 5.1%
for every $1.00 increase in starting wage.
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While there is a strong connection, differences in starting
wages appear to only explain 20% to 21% of the variation in
turnover rates. Clearly, while pay rates are important, there
are many other factors that affect turnover.

Of the other factors tested in this analysis, the percentage
of part-time operators and the type of entity appear to be
significant. The analysis suggests that, on average, turnover
is lowered by about 3.5% for every 10% reduction in the
percentage of part-time operators employed. Employment
by a public entity also appears to affect turnover. Control-
ling for wages, public entities appear to have turnover that
is 10% lower than private companies providing ADA para-
transit service.

The analysis found that turnover is also impacted some-
what by the percent of employer contribution to health care
coverage. This relationship was not as significant as expected,
however.

While this analysis begins to explore the relationship between
compensation and turnover, more analysis is needed. Research
is needed to identify and quantify the other factors that account
for differences in turnover. The underlying reasons why pub-
lic entities experience lower turnover also needs further study.
Given that the qualitative information suggests that health care
coverage is more significant than this initial analysis indicates,
more research is needed to document the impacts of health
care coverage on turnover.

64

0% 

10 % 

20 % 

30 % 

40 % 

50 % 

60 % 

70 % 

80 % 

90 % 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100% 

A
n

n
u

al
 T

u
rn

o
ve

r

Employer Contribution to Health Care 

Contract 

Public 

Trendline - Contract

Trendline - Public 

Figure 5-5. Health coverage, public/contract providers, and turnover.

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


65

It is also commonly felt that if vehicle operators can be
retained and are satisfied in their jobs, improved performance
should be the end result. The added experience on the job
should allow operators to be more efficient. “The right” oper-
ators, working in a supportive environment and satisfied with
their jobs, should also help to ensure that higher quality ser-
vice is provided.

While the above seems obvious, little actual research could
be found to document that improved performance does in
fact result from lowering turnover and retaining vehicle oper-
ators. To begin to document the extent to which performance
is influenced by tenure, two ADA paratransit systems were
selected and studied in detail. One system was the DART pro-
gram in Dallas, Texas. The second was the LYNX program in
Orlando, Florida. These two systems were selected for the fol-
lowing reasons:

• They were large enough to provide a pool of vehicle oper-
ators with an adequate number of operators in various
tenure groups;

• They had moderate to high turnover, which was assurance
that there would be enough new operators to make an
effective comparison; and

• They utilized state-of-the-art paratransit software that
allowed for the creation of special queries on operator and
trip data.

At the time of the study, the DART system in Dallas
employed a total of 339 ADA paratransit vehicle operators
and reported an annual post-training turnover rate of 48%.
The LYNX program in Orlando employed 247 ADA para-
transit vehicle operators and reported an annual post-training
turnover rate of 70%.

These systems were also selected to provide some contrast
in operating designs. The DART service is centrally scheduled
with contracted vehicle operations. Reservations, scheduling
and dispatching are performed in-house by DART with its

own public employees. Vehicle operators are hired and
supervised by a contracted private carrier. The LYNX service
is a single-contractor, turnkey operation. A private contrac-
tor performs all aspects of service delivery including reserva-
tions, scheduling, dispatching, and vehicle operations.

With the cooperation of these systems, productivity was
compared for similar runs performed by operators with dif-
ferent levels of tenure. On-time performance was also com-
pared based on operator tenure. And the rates of complaints
per operator per month were calculated for different tenure
groups. Following are descriptions of the methodologies used
and the outcomes obtained.

Impacts of Tenure on Productivity

Methodology

At each system, a week of reconciled trip data was obtained.
The data was sorted by day and then by run number. For each
run, the number of trips provided and the number of vehicle-
revenue-hours was extracted so that productivity (trips per
revenue-hour) could be calculated. The employee number of
the vehicle operator who performed the run was also obtained.

To control for inherent differences that might exist between
certain types of runs, the run structure was also reviewed with
the lead scheduler at each system. Each lead scheduler was
asked to identify runs that might be expected to have different
productivities—for example, split runs that operate only dur-
ing peak hours versus straight runs that continue through off-
peak periods, versus late evening or weekend runs. A code was
assigned to each run to indicate its characteristics.

Next, a list of vehicle operators was obtained showing the
dates of hire. Using the dates of hire, the number of months
of tenure of each operator was calculated. This list was then
combined with the run/trip data so that it was possible to
determine the productivity achieved by each operator and the
tenure of the operator that performed each run.

C H A P T E R  6
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Runs were then sorted based on type and operator tenure
groups. The run descriptions were unique to each system. A
similar grouping of operators was also done. The tenure
groupings chosen for the analysis at both systems were the
following:

• Less than 3 months of tenure,
• 3 to 5 months of tenure,
• 6 to 12 months of tenure,
• 13 to 24 months of tenure,
• 25 to 60 months of tenure, and
• 61+ months of tenure.

The average productivity achieved on all runs performed
by operators in each tenure group was then calculated for
each grouping of run type.

Productivity Results—DART, Dallas, TX

During the week of March 1–7, 2009, in Dallas, TX, a total
of 1,614 individual runs were performed. Vehicle operator
information was successfully linked to all but one of these runs.

The review of the run structure for the DART system iden-
tified 22 different types of runs that could have different pro-
ductivity characteristics. These included weekday versus week-
end runs, morning, midday and afternoon runs, split and
straight runs, and back-up runs which DART termed “pro-

tects.” There were also special runs that had been created to
provide dedicated service to individuals going to and from a
major medical facility, termed the Parkland Shuttle runs.

Table 6-1 shows the average productivity and total number
of runs in the sample week for each run grouping. It also shows
the number of runs performed by operators in each tenure
group. For many run types, there were not enough runs for the
week to provide an adequate sample of operators in that tenure
group. For example, even though there were 40 weekday, mid-
day straight runs, there was only one run performed by an
operator with less than 3 months experience, and only two
runs performed by operators in the 3- to 5- and 6- to 12-month
tenure groups.

Several run groupings did, however, have enough opera-
tors in each tenure group to allow for a reasonable compari-
son of average productivities achieved. These run groupings
included the following:

• Weekday AM Splits (266 runs);
• Weekday AM Straights (457 runs);
• Weekday PM Splits (330 runs); and
• Weekday PM Straights (264 runs).

Figures 6-1 to 6-4, and the associated data tables, show the
productivities by tenure group for each of these types of runs.

For the two “straight run” groups, higher productivities
were generally achieved by operators with more than 2 years
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Table 6-1. Number of runs by type and operator tenure group, 
DART, Dallas, TX, March 1–7, 2009.

<3 3-5 5-12 13-24 25-60 61+
Weekday AM Splits 1.80 26 19 31 33 83 74 266
Weekday AM Straights 1.73 29 30 16 34 33 315 457
Weekday Midday Splits 1.81 1 0 10
Weekday Midday Straights 1.66 1 31 40
Weekday PM Splits 1.90 34 32 40 45 86

0 2 3 4
2 2 0 4

93 330
Weekday PM Straights 1.67 26 37 27 38 55 81 264

1 3 10 0 6 25
3 8 8 9 14 45
3 3 0 0 1 10
6 5 5 3 8 33
1 1 0 1 0 3
3 1 3 1 1 16
3 2 0 1 1 9
0 3 1 0 1 6
6 1 2 0 5 17
0 2 0 0 1 4
1 0 0 1 0 6
8 3 4 4 4 32
1 0 0 0 1 4
8 0 1 0 2 14
0 1 0 1 3 6
0 5 1 3 7 17

Weekday Evening 1.18 5
Weekday "Protects" 1.12 3
Saturday AM Splits 1.34 3
Saturday AM Straights 1.40 6
Saturday Midday Splits 1.70 0
Saturday Midday Straights 1.67 7
Saturday PM Splits 1.52 2
Saturday PM Straights 1.64 1
Saturday Evening 1.40 3
Saturday "Protects" 1.03 1
Sunday AM Splits 1.52 4
Sunday AM Straights 1.48 9
Sunday PM Splits 1.58 2
Sunday PM Straights 1.36 3
Sunday "Protects" 1.28 1
Parkland Shuttle 1.50 1
Totals 1.69 1681 164 156 188 289 6491 1614

# of Runs by Tenure Group (in Months)Average 
Productivity

Total 
RunsRun Description
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Figure 6-1. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, weekday AM split runs,
DART ADA paratransit service, March 1–7, 2009.

Figure 6-2. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, weekday AM straight
runs, DART ADA paratransit service, March 1–7, 2009.

Figure 6-3. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, weekday PM split runs,
DART ADA paratransit service, March 1–7, 2009.
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Figure 6-4. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, weekday PM straight
runs, DART ADA paratransit service, March 1–7, 2009.
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of experience. The group of operators with 3 to 5 months of
experience also performed well on these straight runs. Opera-
tors with less than 3 months of experience and those with 6 to
12 months of experience performed at lower productivities.
The largest group of long-term operators (315) who worked
the AM straight runs had the highest productivity in that
group. Longer-term operators working PM straight runs also
had among the highest productivity in that group. The longer
term operators working split runs, however, performed at
only a moderate productivity on morning runs and at a low
productivity on the afternoon runs.

Combining the results for the two groups of split runs (AM
and PM) indicates that operators with 6 months to 5 years of
experience were about 8% to 9% more productive than oper-
ators with less than 6 months experience.

For the two groups of straight runs, the pivot point appears
to be at about one year of experience. In these two groups, oper-
ators with one to 5 years of experience were about 5% more
productive than those with less than one year of experience.

The fact that it took longer for operators to be as productive
on straight runs could be due to the fact that these runs, which
go through the midday, often have fewer subscription trips
than morning and afternoon split runs that operate more in
the peak. Vehicle operators would be making more non-
subscription pick-ups throughout the service area and it would
take longer to learn the entire area. Another possibility is that
the operators with the longest tenure had an idea of which runs
had more moderate workloads (e.g., smaller subscription trip
groups), and may have chosen those in the run picks.

Complete results for all types of runs at DART, including
those presented in this section, are provided in the table in
Appendix B.

Productivity Results—LYNX, Orlando, FL

A similar analysis was performed with data from the LYNX
ADA paratransit service in Orlando, FL. Data from the week
of April 19–25, 2009, was used. During this week, a total of
786 runs were performed and vehicle operator tenure infor-
mation was successfully linked to all runs.

A standard run structure using staggered straight runs was
used. The only real distinction in terms of run type was
whether runs were scheduled for weekdays versus Saturdays or
Sundays. Therefore, instead of categorizing runs by types, the
lead scheduler was asked to give each run an expected produc-
tivity rating based on the number and type of subscription trips
and “program” trips assigned as well as his general knowledge
of the runs. The categorization also depended on whether runs
were typically assigned to the urban area or more rural parts of
the service area. Using a list of weekday runs, the lead sched-
uler categorized each run based on expected productivity using
the following general categories:

• Low productivity,
• Medium-low productivity,
• Medium productivity,
• Medium-high productivity, and
• High productivity.

Saturday and Sunday runs were then also considered sep-
arate groups.

Table 6-2 shows the breakdown of the 786 runs for the sam-
ple week by expected weekday and weekend, and weekday
productivity category. It also shows the average actual produc-
tivity for each run category. As shown in Table 6-2, the lead
scheduler’s opinion about the expected productivities of each
run was quite accurate. The average actual productivities do in
fact increase from the “Weekday Low” category to the “Week-
day High” category. Saturday runs had an average productiv-
ity that was almost the same as the “Weekday Medium” runs.
Sunday runs had an average productivity that was between the
“Weekday Low” and “Weekday Medium-Low” levels.

As shown in Table 6-2, the only two categories that had a suf-
ficient distribution over all operator tenure groups were the
runs with expected productivities of “Weekday Medium” and
“Weekday Medium-High.” Figures 6-5 and 6-6 show the results
of the productivity analysis for each of these categories of runs.

For each run group, the results show significantly improved
productivity for operators with greater tenure. In the “Week-
day Medium” group, operators with 6 months to 5 years of
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<3 3-5 6-12 13-24 25-60 61+
Weekday Low 0.95 1 15 12 41
Weekday Medium-Low 1.17 0

0
0 11 15

7
4

6
0 30

Weekday Medium 1.22 75 13 54 71 109 74 396
Weekday Medium-High 1.36 17 8 20 48 58 18 169
Weekday High 1.51 2 0 11 27 14 8 62
Saturday 1.23 10 6 14 18 5 7 60
Sunday 1.07 6 2 9 6 3 2 28

Totals 1.25 111 29 134 197 200 115 786

Run Description
Average

Productivity
# of Runs by Tenure Group (in Months)

Total Runs

Table 6-2. Number of runs by anticipated productivity and operator tenure group,
LYNX, Orlando, FL, April 19–25, 2009.
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tenure performed at an average productivity or 1.29, compared
to an average productivity of only 1.02 for operators with less
than 6 months of experience. This represents a 34% increase in
productivity. Average productivity for operators with more
than 5 years of experience dropped to 1.21—still 17% higher
than operators with less than 6 months of experience but 12%
less than operators in the 6 month to 5 year tenure category.

For the “Weekday Medium-High” group, operators with
6 months to 5 years of tenure performed at an average produc-
tivity or 1.40, compared to an average productivity of only
1.18 for operators with less than 6 months of experience. This
represents a 19% increase in productivity. Average productiv-
ity for operators with more than 5 years of experience dropped
only slightly to 1.37—still 16% higher than operators with less
than 6 months of experience, and only 2% less than operators
in the 6 month to 5 year tenure category.

Figure 6-7 shows all weekday runs for the Orlando service
and the productivities achieved by operators in each tenure
group. Operators with 6 months to 5 years of tenure performed
at an average productivity of 1.39, compared to an average pro-
ductivity of only 1.02 for operators with less than 6 months of
experience. This represents a 24% increase in productivity.

Average productivity for operators with more than 5 years
experience dropped only slightly to 1.26—still 19% higher than
operators with less than 6 months of experience and only 4%
less than operators in the 6 month to 5 year tenure category.

Complete results for all types of runs at LYNX, including
those presented in this section, are provided in the table in
Appendix C.

Impacts of Tenure On 
On-Time Performance

Methodology

The levels of on-time performance achieved by operators
in each tenure group were also analyzed during both case
study sites. On-time performance was calculated for each run
for the sample week. This was done by identifying the num-
ber of trips with pick-ups that were performed late compared
to the total number of pick-ups on each run. The operators
who performed each run were then identified. Using their
dates of hire, their tenure in months was then calculated. This
tenure information was then attached to each run. On-time
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Figure 6-5. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, weekday medium runs,
LYNX ADA paratransit service, April 19–25, 2009.

Figure 6-6. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, weekday medium-high
runs, LYNX ADA paratransit service, April 19–25, 2009.
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performance for various tenure groups was then developed.
As was done in the productivity analysis, the following tenure
groups were used:

• Less than 3 months of tenure,
• 3 to 5 months of tenure,
• 6 to 12 months of tenure,
• 13 to 24 months of tenure,
• 25 to 60 months of tenure, and
• 61+ months of tenure.

On-Time Performance Results—
DART, Dallas, TX

Figure 6-8 shows the results of this analysis for the DART
ADA paratransit service. As shown, on-time performance
improved significantly for operators with 3 or more months
of experience. Operators with less than 3 months experi-
ence performed 83.99% of all trips on-time. Operators with
between 3 months and 5 years of experience performed
between 88.67% and 89.64% of trips on-time. On-time per-

formance decreased somewhat for operators with more than
5 years of experience, falling to 86.84%.

On-Time Performance Results—
LYNX, Orlando, FL

The same analysis was performed for the LYNX ADA para-
transit service in Orlando. Figure 6-9 shows on-time perform-
ance by operator tenure group for all weekday runs. Figure 6-10
then shows this information for the largest group of common
runs—those categorized as “Weekday Medium” (or average
productivity runs).

For all weekday runs, operators with less than 3 months
experience were on-time for only 74.48% of all trips. Per-
formance improved to 83.60% and 82.62% for operators
with 3 to 5 months of experience and 6 to 12 months of expe-
rience. On-time performance continued to improve with
experience—85.98% for operators with 13 to 24 months 
of experience, 86.20% for those with 25 to 60 months of
experience, and 87.40% for those with more than 5 years of
experience.
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Figure 6-7. Productivity by vehicle operator tenure group, all weekday runs, LYNX
ADA paratransit service, April 19–25, 2009.

Figure 6-8. On-time performance by operator tenure in months, all runs DART
ADA paratransit service, March 1–7, 2009.
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For the “Weekday Medium” runs, which were the largest
number of similar type runs, the difference in performance was
even more pronounced. Operators with less than 3 months
experience were on-time for only 77.36% of all trips. Operators
with 3–5 months of experience performed slightly better with
80.15% of all trips on-time. With 6 to 12 months of experience,
operators achieved 84.31% on-time performance. This then
capped out at between 86.02% and 86.24% for operators with
more than 1 year of experience.

Impacts of Tenure on Complaints

Methodology

A second measure of service quality that was analyzed was
operator-related complaints. At each system, several months
of complaint data was reviewed. Complaints that were
“operator-related” were selected. This included complaints
such as improper assistance provided, rude conduct, unsafe
driving, etc.

For each complaint, the operator was identified. The oper-
ator’s tenure at the time of the complaint was then calculated

by comparing the date of hire to the date of the complaint.
Complaint rates were then calculated by comparing the num-
ber of complaints in each tenure grouping to the number of
operators in each group. The ratios of complaints per opera-
tor per month were then compared for each tenure group.

Complaint Rate Results—DART, Dallas, TX

Six months of complaint data, from September 2008
through February 2009 was used for the analysis in Dallas,
TX. A total of 459 operator-related complaints were analyzed.
Figure 6-11 and Table 6-3 show the results of this analysis.

As shown in Table 6-3, the rate of complaints increased
with operator tenure. Only 7% of the operators with less than
3 months of experience had complaints, and the rate for this
group was only 0.03 complaints per operator per month.
Operators with 3–5 months experience had a complaint rate
between 0.12 and 0.17 complaints per operator per month.
Operators with 1 to 5 years of experience had a complaint rate
between 0.19 and 0.27 complaints per month. And operators
with more than 5 years of experience had complaint rates of
0.21 complaints per operator per month.
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Figure 6-9. On-time performance by operator tenure in months, all weekday runs
LYNX ADA paratransit service, April 19–25, 2009.
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Figure 6-10. On-time performance by operator tenure in months, weekday medium
runs, LYNX ADA paratransit service, April 19–25, 2009.
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Complaint Rate Results—LYNX, Orlando, FL

Eleven months of complaint data was analyzed in Orlando.
A total of 277 operator-related complaints were identified. Fig-
ure 6-12 and Table 6-4 show the results of the analysis. The
results in this second case study site were very different. As
shown, the rate of complaints decreased dramatically as
operators gained more experience. Operators with less than
3 months experience had a complaint rate of 0.08 complaints
per operator per month. This decreased steadily to 0.02 to 0.03
for operators with 5 to 7 months of experience. Operators
with more than 8 months of experience had a complaint rate
of only 0.01 to 0.02 complaints per operator per month.

Given these dramatically different results for the two case
study sites, further research in this area is clearly needed.

Summary of Findings

This analysis suggests that greater job experience does
translate into increased productivity. In Dallas, operators per-

forming split shifts who had at least 6 months of experience
were 8% to 9% more productive than operators working sim-
ilar shifts who had less than 6 months of experience. Opera-
tors working straight shifts and who had from 1 to 5 years of
experience were 5% more productive than those working sim-
ilar sifts who had 1 year or less of experience.

In Orlando, the difference was much greater. Operators
with at least 6 months of experience were 24% more produc-
tive than those with less than 6 months of experience.

In both systems studied, productivity continued to increase
with experience, but a slight drop-off in productivity was
documented in both systems for operators with more than 
5 years of experience. Operators with more than 5 years of
experience were still, however, more productive than those
with less than 6 months experience. This drop-off in longer-
term productivity could point to the need for ongoing train-
ing and incentives.

Information from both systems studied also indicated
marked improvements in on-time performance with increased
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Table 6-3. Complaints by operator tenure, DART ADA 
paratransit service, September 2008 through February 2009.

Figure 6-11. Complaint rates by operator tenure 
(in months), DART ADA paratransit service, September
2008 through February 2009.
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61+ 1.26 6 0.21 55%

36-60 1.61 6 0.27 50%
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18-23 1.25 6 0.21 58%
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experience. In Dallas, on-time performance was almost 5 per-
centage points higher for operators with more than three
months of experience compared to operators with less than
3 months of experience. On-time performance did not vary
much after operators had at least 3 months of experience.

In Orlando, on-time performance improved by between 3
and 8 percentage points once operators had at least 3 months
of experience. On-time performance continued to increase

with experience, eventually operators with the most experi-
ence were between 9 and 13 percentage points higher com-
pared to those who were new to the job.

The review of complaint rates produced mixed results. In
Orlando, operators with more experience provided service
with fewer incidents of complaints. In Dallas, complaint rates
increased with job tenure. These mixed results indicate that
more research is needed in this area.
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Figure 6-12. Complaint rates by operator tenure (in months), LYNX
ADA paratransit service, July 2008 through May 2009.
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Table 6-4. Complaints by operator tenure, LYNX ADA paratransit service, 
July 2008 through May 2009.
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with
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1 105 7

7

0.08 1 0.08 6.67%

2 86 6 0.07 2 0.03 6.98%

3 11 76 10 0.14 3 0.05 13.16%

4 76 4 0.05 4 0.01 5.26%

5 13 75 11 0.17 5 0.03 14.67%

6 12 71 10 0.17 6 0.03 14.08%

7 17 72 13 0.24 7 0.03 18.06%

8 62 8 0.15 8 0.02 12.90%

9 71 9 0.13 9 0.01 12.68%

10 12 77 11 0.16 10 0.02 14.29%

11 9
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76 0.12 11 0.01 9.21%

12 53 349 42 0.15 11 0.01 12.03%

18 18 219 18 0.08 11 0.01 8.22%
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60 23 318 19 0.07 11 0.01 5.97%

TOTAL: 277 2246 239
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As part of the study, research was conducted to document
the full cost of vehicle operator recruitment and training. The
cost of recruitment and training is one of the elements of the
model developed in Chapter 4 (see Figure 4-7). A more com-
plete understanding of the cost of recruitment and training
will allow managers of ADA paratransit operators to make
more informed workforce decisions—particularly the trade-
offs between better compensation and recruitment and train-
ing costs.

Documentation on the full cost of recruitment and training
was developed by studying three selected ADA paratransit
operations. The three paratransit operations included in the
research and analysis are the following:

• Charlotte Area Transit System’s (CATS) Special Trans-
portation Service (STS);

• The MV Transportation contract operation in Denver
(under contract to the Denver RTD, Regional Transporta-
tion District); and

• The Veolia Transportation contract operation in Balti-
more (under contract to MTA, the Maryland Transit
Administration).

Thesethreeoperationswereselected forthefollowingreasons:

• They reflected mid-sized to large paratransit operations:
CATS has a fleet size of 85 vehicles (72 peak pullout) and
84 vehicle operators; MV in Denver has a fleet size of 157
vehicles and 196 operators; and Veolia in Baltimore has a
fleet size of 160 vehicles and 213 operators.

• They had variation in annual turnover rates: CATS at 14%,
Veolia at 52%, and MV at 57%.

• They had variation in service design, with MV in Denver
and Veolia in Baltimore representing private contracted
operations, and CATS’ STS representing an in-house, pub-
lic operation.

Methodology

A spreadsheet tool was first developed to gather cost data
and operator applicant/trainee data. The spreadsheet was
designed to capture both labor and other direct costs in four
general areas: (1) recruitment, (2) interviewing, (3) screen-
ing, and (4) training. Examples of the types of costs incurred
in each area are presented in Table 7-1.

Contact persons were identified at each of the three systems.
The spreadsheet tool was sent to them and follow-up calls
were made to review and answer questions about the spread-
sheet and information needed. Once initial data were pro-
vided, a second call was made to review and clarify the infor-
mation provided. Revisions were made as needed. Revised
spreadsheets were then sent back to the system contacts for a
final review and verification. In the case of CATS, a member
of the research team also visited the STS staff in Charlotte to
help gather data from the city.

For recruitment and advertising, data was gathered on any
staff time spent on job fairs, including preparation and/or atten-
dance and time spent on composing advertisements seeking
vehicle operators. Direct costs in the recruitment and advertis-
ing category included ad placement fees or other advertising
costs, such as placing stickers on buses. Signing bonuses for new
operators and referral bonuses for current operators were also
included in this cost category.

Data gathered for the applicant interviewing cost category
included staff time for application review, interview schedul-
ing, and the time spent conducting the interviews themselves,
both at the management and supervisory levels.

For screening, labor hours associated with processing the
screening paperwork were included. Direct costs in this cat-
egory included DMV driving record check fees, criminal
background checks, drug testing, and physicals.

The training category included labor costs for all staff
members participating in training for new vehicle operators,
including primary classroom instructors, specialized training

C H A P T E R  7

The Cost of Turnover
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instructors (i.e., wheelchair-lift instructors, defensive driving
instructors, and sensitivity instructors), and in-vehicle instruc-
tors. Any time spent by management staff in the classroom was
also included as was staff time spent developing curriculum for
training. Training wages for new operators were also included
in labor costs for this category. Direct costs for training included
any contracted operator training with outside organizations
and purchase of course materials, if external.

All cost data was then subtotaled by category, giving the
subtotal spent on recruitment, interviewing applicants,
screening applicants, and training. These figures were divided
by the number of applicants, applicants screened, applicants
interviewed, trainees, and graduates hired to result in the cost
per individual in each category.

All costs and applicant/trainee/operator information was
based on the first 9 months of Calendar Year 2009. This infor-
mation and cost was then annualized. Labor costs (where
needed) were annualized based on a 2,080 hour, 52-week
work year. Similarly, direct costs were gathered for each unit
and multiplied by the number of units per year. For example,
the cost of one ad placement was recorded and multiplied by
the number of ads placed per year. And finally, some costs
were reported on a per-applicant basis. In order to annualize
applicant/trainee/operator figures collected and get a handle
on unit costs (per applicant and per operator), average
annual numbers were collected in the following categories:

• Average total number of applicants recruited per year,
• Average number of applicants interviewed per year,
• Average number of applicants screened per year,
• Average number of trainees per year, and
• Average number of operators (trained graduates) hired 

per year.

Costs per applicant/trainee/operator were multiplied by the
average annual figure to produce the average annual cost for a
certain line in the budget. For instance, costs per interview,
computed using the hours of staff time multiplied by hourly
wage, were then multiplied by the number of applicants inter-
viewed per year to reach the annual total spent.

Case Study Summaries

The following is information about each ADA paratransit
system studied. Included in this section is information about
the system structure and size, recruitment and retention efforts,
and the cost and turnover data collected.

Charlotte Area Transit System 
Special Transportation Service

Introduction

The Charlotte Area Transit System’s Special Transporta-
tion Service (CATS STS) has a fleet of 85 vehicles used in rev-
enue service, with a peak pull-out of 72. Annual ridership
totaled 239,400 trips in FY2009. Service is provided to Meck-
lenburg County residents living in the STS service area. STS
currently employs 61 full-time, 21 part-time, and 2 full-time
temporary operators, for a total of 84 operators.

Vehicle operator starting pay was recently increased from
$12.80 per hour to $14.41 per hour. Operators receive 10 days
paid vacation to start, plus 9 paid holidays. Individual health
care coverage is available with a $14.76 employee contribution
per week, and family coverage is provided with an employee
contribution of $96.17 per week.

During this past year, CATS received 250 operator appli-
cations and interviewed 25 of them (10%). These 25 were
narrowed down to 20 after the interviews took place. As a
result of the screening activities, the number of applicants was
then reduced to 12. These 12 operators were trained and suc-
cessfully completed the training, and all 12 were eventually
hired as vehicle operators.

The calculated attrition rate for this operation is hence
14% (12 new operators divided by 84 total operators).

Recruitment and Advertising

STS does not advertise or recruit, except to place a job ad
on the city’s website. Individuals can apply on the city’s web-
site or walk in to CATS or STS facilities. The STS telephone
number is on all CATS STS buses, and STS typically main-
tains a large pool of applicants.

 Labor Costs Direct Costs 
Recruitment Costs Attending job fairs 

Composing ads 
Ad placement 
Advertising stickers 
Signing/referral bonuses 

Interviewing Costs Reviewing applications 
Interviewing applicants 

Screening Costs Processing checks 
Drug testing 

DMV/background checks 

Initial Training Costs Classroom trainer 
BTW trainer 
Trainee wages 

Trainer (contracted) 
Course material 

Table 7-1. Examples of recruitment and training cost elements.
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The City of Charlotte Human Resources (HR) handles the
website and forwards applications for STS operators. Since
Charlotte Human Resources manages all city hiring, the time
spent solely on STS job postings per year was considered neg-
ligible. Further, the HR department was not able to separate
out the time for STS listings from all other job postings.

Applicant Interviews

STS receives an average of 250 applicants per year for vehi-
cle operator positions, based on FY2008 and FY2009 data.
The General Manager’s assistant reviews the applications,
and the Assistant General Manager narrows this pool of
applicants, typically to twice the number of available operator
positions. Annually, this averages to approximately 25 appli-
cant interviews. Reviewing applications takes up approxi-
mately two hours of time each week for the General Manager’s
assistant.

The General Manager’s (GM) assistant schedules the inter-
views and spends time with each interviewee reviewing the
basics of driving an STS bus. All of this takes approximately
45 minutes for each interviewee. The Assistant GM spends
about an hour and a half with each interviewee. Interviews
include a discussion with the Assistant GM and a written test.
In total, STS spent $5,400 in labor costs on interviewing
applicants, averaging $216 per applicant interviewed and
$450 per graduate hired.

Applicant Screening

Following the interview, the General Manager’s assistant
conducts screening. STS requires a CDL permit before an
interview. They also conduct DMV driving record checks—
any applicant with 6 or more points on their record is elimi-
nated from the pool. They pay for physicals for potential
hires, and also pay for required drug testing, which cost
$128.50 and $15, respectively. STS uses the website Hiring
Ease to conduct all other background checks, including look-
ing at North Carolina and other states criminal records, fed-
eral criminal records, national sex offender listings, and social
security numbers. These checks total $45.50 per applicant
screened.

During screening, the staff spends approximately 45 min-
utes on each applicant on background checks and accompa-
nying paperwork. Of the 25 applicants interviewed each year,
only 20 are screened. Total costs for applicant screening,
including labor costs and background check fees, are approx-
imately $4,747. With 20 applicants screened, the cost per
applicant screened is $237.37.

Included under this heading is additional paperwork
required in the hiring process, including medical benefits, tax
forms, and various other required forms. This paperwork is

all completed before training begins, and the assistant to the
GM helps each new hire with its completion. Approximately
1.5 hours is spent per new hire. With 12 new hires per year,
approximately 18 hours are spent per year.

Training

STS reported that it has not had a trainee drop out of train-
ing in recent years. STS does use a 6-month probationary
period for new operators, and two operators have been dis-
missed during this period in the last 2 years. Since this is after
the completion of initial training, it was considered part of
post-training turnover. Therefore, the number of graduates
hired per year is considered equal to the number of new oper-
ators trained (trainees) per year. In STS’s case, this figure is 12.

STS holds approximately three training sessions per year
with between three and five trainees per session. During 
the average 4 weeks of training, trainees spend nearly all of the
first week in the classroom. Approximately one-third of the
second week is spent in the classroom, and the third and fourth
weeks are spent almost entirely on the road with operator
trainers. STS staff reported spending just under 25 hours in the
classroom training new operators. An additional 1.5 hours of
training per session comes from the Metrolina Council for
the Blind, which provides disability sensitivity instruction at
no cost. There is an additional eight hours of Smith System
defensive driving, given by the Safety and Security division of
CATS. Though the wages for this staff member do not come
from the STS budget, they are included here as part of the
total training costs.

The training hours do not include a 6-hour city orientation
course given by the City of Charlotte to all new employees.
Charlotte Human Resources conducts this training in large
groups, and the training occurs whether or not there are STS
employees attending. Therefore, STS operator trainees do not
add additional costs to the City for their attendance. STS does
not pay for this instruction.

STS conducts the entirety of its behind-the-wheel operator
training on regularly scheduled routes, with operator trainees
transporting the passengers during their first time behind
the wheel. Also in the vehicle for approximately 80 hours of
behind-the-wheel training is an operator trainer, who sub-
mits daily evaluations to the primary instructor marking a
trainee’s strengths and areas for improvement. This method
results in no additional instruction costs, since operator train-
ers are operating their regularly scheduled routes. Operator
trainees are paid wages for their training hours on the road.
Operator trainers are not paid more than other operators and
do not work any hours for training beyond their regularly
scheduled routes.

Finally, the primary instructor rides along with the opera-
tor trainees at the end of their behind-the-wheel training.
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Approximately six staff hours are spent, in addition to the
operator trainee wages, during this supervisor release testing.

Operator trainees are paid their regular wages during train-
ing. Approximately 120 hours are spent in training. With
approximately 12 trainees per year, the total trainee wage cost
is $20,750.

The primary instructor is also the primary staff member
who updates and adds to the training manual, as well as spends
time thinking of ways to tweak the style or set-up of the train-
ing. The instructor discusses any changes with the GM, but the
GM reported not spending any regular amount of time on
training curriculum.

STS does not purchase books or other course materials.
The primary instructor does use videos and other materials
to support the primary training documents. Often, the
instructor exchanges training materials with instructors in
other municipalities, but it is a free exchange of materials.

Total training costs for instruction and trainee wages are
$30,990 annually. With an average of 12 trainees per year, the
average cost per trainee for STS is $2,582.50.

Total Costs

Charlotte’s STS spent a total of $41,137 on operator appli-
cant interviews, screening, and training, with three quarters
of this total spent on training ($30,990). With an average of
12 graduates hired from this process, this total figure equates
to $3,428 per graduate hired.

MV Transportation, Denver, CO

Introduction

MV Transportation is the largest contractor in Denver
RTD’s ADA paratransit system, called Access-a-Ride. MV
operates 157 revenue vehicles with 196 full- and part-time
vehicle operators.

Operators receive a $9.00 per hour training wage, $11.00 to
start, and a 2% increase every 6 months. Fringe benefits include
1 week of paid vacation to start, individual health care cover-
age ($28.50 contribution every 2 weeks), individual and spouse
coverage ($341 contribution every 2 weeks), and family health
care coverage ($603.50 contribution every two weeks). Opera-
tors also are eligible for a performance bonus of $150 every two
months if they are free of preventable accidents, preventable
passenger injuries, and have a perfect attendance record.

During this past year, MV attracted 1,496 operator applica-
tions as a result of its recruitment efforts. Of these, 308 (21%)
were interviewed. As a result of the interviews, the applicant
pool was narrowed down to 224 applicants. DMV checks,
criminal background checks, and drug testing of these 224
applicants resulted in 197 applicants being selected for train-

ing. Of the trainees, 111 (56%) successfully completing the
training and were hired as vehicle operators.

The calculated attrition rate for this operation is hence
57% (111 new operators divided by 196 total operators).

Recruitment and Advertising

MV’s recruitment and advertising activities in Denver
include placing “operators wanted” ads in local newspapers,
putting “operators wanted” stickers on each revenue vehi-
cle in the fleet, and giving $250 referral bonuses to staff who
bring MV applicants who are eventually hired. The monthly
cost of advertising in newspapers is approximately $322 per
month and $3,864 per year. The vehicle stickers each cost
$7.50. Putting a sticker on each of the vehicles thus cost
$1,178. Given that these stickers need to be periodically
replaced because of wear and tear, they were treated as an
annual cost, assuming that all stickers need to be replaced
one per year. And, in the past year, 8 referral bonuses were
awarded totaling $2,000 for the year. The total recruiting
cost thus adds up to $7,042. The cost per applicant recruited
works out to $4.71. The recruitment cost per operator hired
is $64.

Applicant Interviews

Both of MV’s senior managers review applications and
interview applicants who “make the cut.” MV estimates that an
average of 4 hours per week (208 hours per year) were spent
reviewing the 1,496 applications and that an average of 6 hours
per week (312 hours per year) were spent interviewing the 308
applicants. At a wage rate of $31.25, this equates to an annual
cost of $16,250. The cost per applicant interviewed works out
to $53. The interviewing cost per operator hired is $147.

Applicant Screening

Following the interviews, 84 applicants were dropped from
the process, leaving 224 applicants for whom screening is
conducted. Screening consists of accessing DMV and crimi-
nal background checks and drug testing the applicants. The
DMV checks cost $2.20 each. The criminal background
checks cost $60 each. The drug testing costs $25.00 each. Col-
lectively, these expenses total $87.20 per applicant, which
when multiplied by 224 applicants yields an annual total
direct cost of $19,533. Staff labor to process the checks and
drug test results averaged about 1.5 hours per applicant, and
hence 336 hours for the year. At a wage rate of $15.00 per
hour, staff labor involved in the screening process totals
$5,040 for the year. Together, the labor and direct costs total
$24,573. The cost per applicant screened works out to $110.
The screening cost per operator hired is $222.
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Training

As a result of the screening process, the number of appli-
cants who are selected to be trained was narrowed down from
224 to 197, with 27 failing the screening checks or drug tests.

MV has an operator trainer providing classroom training
8 hours a day, every weekday of the year. At a wage rate of
$23.29 per hour, this works out to an annual total of $48,443.
Twenty-four hours of behind-the-wheel (BTW) training is
provided to each trainee, followed by an additional 38 hours
of BTW training in revenue service (accompanied by a
trainer). The hourly cost of the trainer for BTW is $12.25 per
hour. In revenue service, the marginal cost is $1.00 per hour.
Together, the BTW training costs a total of $65,404 for the
197 applicants. And most significantly, training wages were
derived by multiplying the 102 hours of total training at $9.00
per hour for each trainee. This comes to a total of $180,846
for the year for all 197 applicants.

The sum of the annual training costs thus total $294,693.
The cost per applicant trained works out to $1,497. The train-
ing cost per operator hired is $2,655.

Total Costs

MV in Denver spent $7,042 on recruiting, $16,250 on
interviewing, $24,573 on screening, and $304,171 on initial
training for a grand total of $352,036 per year. With 111 oper-
ator “graduates” hired from this process, this total figure
equates to $3,181 per operator hired.

Veolia Transportation, Baltimore, MD

Introduction

Veolia Transportation is the largest contractor in Balti-
more for the MTA’s ADA Paratransit program, called Mobil-
ity. For this program, Veolia operates 160 revenue vehicles
with 213 full- and part-time vehicle operators.

Veolia operators receive an $8.00 per hour training wage,
and a $10.25 starting wage. Operators are also eligible for an
extra $1.25 per hour that is paid each pay period if they have
perfect attendance (no unscheduled call-outs or tardiness)
during the period. Fringe benefits include 1 week of paid vaca-
tion to start and health care coverage (with a 25% employee
contribution for individual or family coverage). Teams of
operators are also eligible to earn performance bonuses that
can be up to $375 per operator every 3 months (described in
more detail in Chapter 8). Veolia also offers unlimited $250
referral bonuses, paid after the new hire completes 90 days on
the job.

During this past year, Veolia received 1,800 operator appli-
cations as a result of its recruitment efforts. Of these, 415 (23%)
were interviewed. As a result of the interviews, the applicant

pool was narrowed down to 208 applicants. Screening activ-
ities, which involved a review of DMV records, criminal back-
ground checks, and drug testing results, resulted in a further
reduction of 6 applicants, leaving 202 for training. Of the
trainees, 110 (54%) successfully completing the training, and
were hired as operators.

The calculated attrition rate for this operation is hence
52% (110 new operators divided by 213 total operators).

Recruitment and Advertising

The only approach with any significant cost used by Veo-
lia to recruit in Baltimore is recruitment bonuses. Veolia gives
a $250 referral bonus to any staff member who brings Veolia
applicants who are eventually hired. In this past year, 10 refer-
ral bonuses were awarded, totaling $2,500 for the year. The
cost per applicant recruited works out to $1.39, based on the
1,800 applicants. The recruitment cost per operator hired
works out to $23.

Applicant Interviews

Veolia reported that the total cost of reviewing applications
and interviewing applicants was $105,000. Based on this total
annual cost, the cost per applicant interviewed works out to
$253. The interviewing cost per operator hired is $955.

Applicant Screening

Following the interviews, approximately half of the appli-
cants were dropped from the process, leaving 208 applicants
for whom screening is conducted. Screening consists of review-
ing the DMV record brought to the interview by the applicant
and then conducting criminal background checks and a drug
testing for each applicant. The criminal background checks
cost $30.50 each. The drug testing costs $130 each. Together,
these expenses total $160.50 per applicant, which when mul-
tiplied by the 208 applicants yields an annual total direct cost
of $33,384. Staff labor to process the checks and drug test
results was not reported. The reported cost per applicant
screened works out to $161. The screening cost per operator
is $303.

Training

As a result of the screening process, the number of appli-
cants who are selected to be trained is winnowed down from
208 to 202, a reduction of only 6 applicants.

Veolia reported annual training costs at $129,000. An addi-
tional $193,920 in operator trainee wages was based on
24,240 hours multiplied by a wage rate of $8.00. No additional
direct expenses were reported.
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Together, these two costs total $322,920 for the year. The
cost per applicant trained works out to $1,599. The training
cost per operator hired is $2,936.

Total Costs

Over the course of last year, Veolia in Baltimore spent
$2,500 on recruiting, $105,000 on processing applications
and interviewing, $33,384 on screening, and $322,920 on ini-
tial training for a grand total of $463,804 per year. With 110
operator “graduates” hired from this process, this total figure
equates to $4,216 per operator hired. As indicate above, this
does not include any costs associated with operator trainer
wages, training materials, or management/administrative time
to arrange and review screening results.

Summary of Findings

Tables 7-2 and 7-3 provide a summary of the information
collected and costs estimated for each system studied. Table
7-2 shows the number of applicants recruited, interviewed,
screened, trained, and ultimately hired (placed in service).
Table 7-3 shows the estimated costs of recruiting, interview-
ing, screening, and training, as well as the total cost for each
system. Table 7-2 also shows the unit costs per applicant and
per operator hired.

Observations

The low number of applicants that CATS needs to recruit
to fill the 12 job openings it had in the study year is strikingly

small. It appears that, because CATS has a comparatively high
wage scale—$14.41 per hour plus comprehensive benefits,
CATS does not have to invest in recruitment/advertising,
compared to the two contractors who spend between $2,500
and $7,042 per year in recruitment costs.

When the number of eventual hires is compared to the
number of applicants recruited, there is a narrow range among
the three systems: between 5% and 7%. This becomes a useful
number for budgeting. If managers of ADA paratransit systems
know the historic attrition rate, they can estimate how many
applicants they will need to attract by dividing the number of
operators needed by between 0.05 and 0.07.

There is a relatively narrow range of screening costs per
operator hired, ranging from $222 per operator hired in Den-
ver to $396 per operator hired in Charlotte.

There is a relative narrow range of initial training costs per
operator hired, ranging from $2,583 in Charlotte to $2,936
per operator hired in Baltimore. Interestingly, if one looks at
training costs per trainee, a comparison between the two con-
tractors in Baltimore and Denver shows that these unit costs
are almost equivalent—$1,541 in Denver versus $1,599 in
Baltimore.

The biggest difference appears to be in interviewing costs
per operator hired, ranging from a low of $147 per operator
hired in Denver to a high of $955 per operator hired in Balti-
more. Note that Veolia’s total cost of reviewing the 1,800
applications and interviewing the 415 operator candidates in
Baltimore at $105,000 is significantly higher than the $16,250
spent by MV in reviewing roughly 1,500 applications and
interviewing 308 operators.

 Applicants 
Recruited

Applicants 
Interviewed 

Applicants 
Screened

Applicants 
Trained

Operators
Hired

CATS/Charlotte 250 25 20 12 12
MV/Denver 1,496 308 224 197 111
Veolia/Baltimore 1,800 415 208 202 110

Table 7-2. Numbers of applicants recruited, interviewed, screened,
trained, and hired.

 Recruiting Interviewing Screening Training Total 
CATA/Charlotte 
Total Costs $0 $5,400 $4,747 $30,990 $41,137
Per applicant $0 $216 $237 $2,583 NA
Per Operator Hired $0 $450 $396 $2,583 $3,428
MV/Denver
Total Costs $7,042 $16,250 $24,573 $304,171 $352,036
Per applicant $4.71 $53 $110 $1,541 NA
Per Operator Hired $64 $147 $222 $2,749 $3,181
Veolia/Baltimore
Total Costs $2,500 $105,000 $33,384 $322,920 $463,804
Per applicant $1.39 $253 $161 $1,599 NA
Per Operator Hired $23 $955 $303 $2,936 $4,216

Table 7-3. Total and unit costs of recruiting, interviewing, screening
and training applicants.
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Overall, the total cost per operator hired is a fairly narrow
range. The total cost per operator hired by MV in Denver
($3,181) and by CATS in Charlotte ($3,428) are nearly iden-
tical, while the total cost per operator hired by Veolia in
Baltimore ($4,216) is not that much higher, again with the
major difference being the substantially higher application
review/interviewing costs. Paratransit managers can utilize
this narrow range for more accurate budgeting as well as to
make appropriate workforce decisions and balance the trade-
off between investing in the workforce versus spending on
recruitment and training.

The Other Costs of Turnover

While this portion of the research focused narrowly on the
direct financial costs of turnover, it is important to recognize
that a high turnover rate has many other significant impacts—
some of which also have a monetary cost. High turnover can
result in workforce shortages, which in turn can lead to closed
runs and lowered service quality. The operational problems

created by high turnover and workforce shortages can also
have an impact on other operations personnel who must
address and resolve these problems. This can lead to turnover
in other job categories such as dispatchers and reservation
agents.

High turnover can also be taxing on system managers. A
significant amount of time can be diverted to recruitment and
hiring, which may detract from time needed to properly man-
age the systems and supervise all employees. A very insightful
comment made during the focus group discussions by an
operator from a “challenged” system was that the manage-
ment was “so used to managing turnover, they have forgotten
how to manage people.” The operating problems caused by
turnover and workforce instability can also take a toll on man-
agers. High turnover of managers is often evident in ADA
paratransit systems that are “challenged.”

In general, if not managed properly, vehicle operator turnover
impacts the entire operation and organization. It can create a
poor and difficult workplace environment for all employees and
poor service quality for riders.
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Chapter 4 introduced the “Performance Pyramid” as a way
of illustrating the key factors shown through this multi-faceted
research to have an impact on the performance of paratransit
vehicle operators. The base “building blocks” of the “Perfor-
mance Pyramid” are the following:

• Finding the right employees for the job,
• Providing effective training and tools for new operators, and
• Fostering a supportive work environment.

This chapter presents insights from survey respondents
and focus group participants as well as tools and best prac-
tices employed by paratransit providers to build the founda-
tion of the Performance Pyramid. The examples and best
practices described in this chapter were identified through the
national survey as well as through subsequent contact with
selected ADA paratransit service providers.

Attracting and Selecting 
“The Right” Employees

To attract the applicants who are best suited to the ADA
paratransit vehicle operator position, the first tasks for man-
agers is to (1) identify the type of applicant they hope to
attract by thinking about the traits and behaviors of a success-
ful candidate and (2) create a job description that will help
candidates understand the competencies and skills required
to accomplish essential tasks and meet the needs of the organi-
zation. Effective techniques for recruiting and screening can-
didates and competitive wage and benefit packages can also
help to attract a pool of potential paratransit vehicle opera-
tors with the greatest chance of success on the job. Guidance
on all of these topics has been extracted from the project’s lit-
erature review, paratransit provider survey, focus groups, and
interviews with selected providers and is presented through-
out this chapter.

Characteristics of Successful ADA
Paratransit Operators

Information from the new employee training manual of a
national private provider of paratransit services; data from
focus groups conducted with paratransit operators, super-
visors and managers; and the recruitment and training ma-
terials used by two other national companies were analyzed
to identify common characteristics of a successful paratran-
sit vehicle operator.

A minimum of nine characteristics were identified from
these combined data sources. The following four characteris-
tics were cited by all five sources:

• Meets safety, legal, and contractual requirements;
• Is responsible;
• Is safe; and
• Has a customer service attitude that extends to persons

with disabilities and seniors.

Other characteristics that were identified by three or more
sources include personal attributes like:

• Resourceful,
• Shows empathy,
• Communicates well,
• Reliable,
• Flexible, and
• Cooperative.

The full results of the analysis are provided in Table 8-1. As
indicated, it is important to attract and recruit not just “driv-
ers” but individuals who can become successful ADA com-
plementary paratransit vehicle operators. It was interesting to
note that only one source cited motivated or follows direc-
tions as characteristic of a successful operator.

C H A P T E R  8

Examples of Reported Practices and Tools

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


The national survey revealed that most ADA paratransit
service providers require pre-qualifications for vehicle oper-
ators. All 69 public agencies and private contractors that pro-
vided information require a good driving record, criminal
background checks, and pre-employment drug and alcohol
tests. All but one have a minimum age requirement, while
sixty (87 percent) require proficiency in English. CDL licenses
are required of all vehicle operators at 29 (42 percent) of the
69 systems. Another 16 systems (23 percent) reported an
assortment of other pre-qualification requirements.

Comments from focus group participants revealed that
vehicle operators may come from diverse backgrounds, but
one common factor in their decision to apply for and remain
on the job is a sense of accomplishment working with the
public and assisting riders with disabilities. The general man-
ager for one Denver RTD paratransit contractor stated: “If
the person has been a caregiver, the company can teach him
or her to drive versus someone who loves to drive but does
not have empathy for the paratransit passenger.” This per-
spective was echoed by other paratransit contractors. A long-
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Driving Skills are Easier to Acquire 
Than the Right Attitude

These results are consistent with Burkett’s rec-
ommendation in 60 Ways to Improve Driver
Recruitment and Retention (22)—“hire attitude
and train skills.” This perspective was echoed
during an interview with an access to the arts
advocate for people with disabilities in Louisville,
Kentucky. This individual, a long-time user of
paratransit services, stated: “It’s all about atti-
tude. Not just attitudes towards people with
disabilities, but attitudes about their jobs. They
have to believe that their job is important and
humanize their customers. Companies should
hire people with the right attitude and teach
them how to drive the vehicles and operate the
accessible equipment.”

Characteristic 

Operator 
Focu s 
Group 

Sup/Mgr 
Focu s 

Groups 

National 
Company 

A 

National 
Company 

B 

National 
Company 

C 
Total 

Response s 
Meets safety,  
legal, and  
contractual 
requirements  

5 

Responsibl e 5 

Resourceful 3 

Shows empathy  4 

Works well  
with others 

3 

Attentive 2 

Conscientious  4 

Motivated  1 

Safe 5 

Communicates 
well 

3 

Reliable 4

Navigates well  2 

Follow s 
directions 

1 

Flexible 4 

Cooperative 4 

Customer  
service attitude,  
including with  
people with  
disabilities and  
seniors 

5 

Desire to help 
others 

2 

Total # of  
Characteristics 10  10  9  16  12 

Table 8-1. Characteristics of the successful ADA paratransit operator.
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term nonprofit provider related that the right people for a
paratransit operator position bring customer service skills
with them and that the ideal applicant has previous experi-
ence interacting with diverse customers, including people
with disabilities. Often the applicant has prior work experi-
ence in jobs that promote the importance of customers to the
company’s growth and well being.

Several survey respondents cautioned that individuals who
have experience as taxi operators or over-the-road truck
operators may have good driving and map reading skills but
may lack the customer relations skills that are necessary for
paratransit service, a fact to keep in mind during the pre-
employment screening process.

Developing a Job Description

Knowledge, Skills, and Abilities:
• Ability to read, write, and speak English clearly;
• Ability to navigate the service area through the use of

maps and/or onboard directional equipment;
• Ability to communicate effectively with passengers, pas-

senger representatives, and system staff;
• Ability to remain calm in emergency situations and

ensure the safety of all passengers and employees; and
• Knowledge of service area.

The job descriptions provided by survey respondents and
selected agencies included the minimum responsibilities
described above and other duties necessary to fulfill the para-
transit vehicle operator position. Job descriptions requested
from and provided by three national paratransit contract oper-
ators also included the functional aspects of the job and the
desired behaviors of persons in the paratransit vehicle opera-
tor position. Each job description included a general summary
of the paratransit vehicle operator position, explaining both
typical working conditions and the physical demands of the job.

Effective Recruiting Approaches

Paratransit providers reported that they use a variety of
methods to get maximum return on investment of their recruit-
ment resources and get the “right” mix of potential applicants.
Approaches that were identified in the research and considered
effective by the systems contacted include those described in
the following paragraphs.

Best Practice: Targeted Advertising

One general manager gives the following scenario that gives
a rationale for a more strategic approach to recruitment
advertising:

Upon arriving at his new assignment, he found that the divi-
sion had been using the same advertisement in the same publica-
tion for 3 to 4 years. He decided to change publications and make
changes to the ad. He made it more colorful; changed the text and
size of the ads, rotating between full page, half page, quarter page
ads; and put the face of a smiling operator in the ad. In the gen-
eral manager’s words, this approach “prevents complacency”
with the publication readers.

The following are examples of targeted advertising
approaches designed to bring in applicants with the great-
est likelihood of success of becoming a paratransit vehicle
operator.

Specific Language to Targeted Applicant Pools

Seattle Personal Transit (SPT) in Seattle, WA, is operated by
the nonprofit agency, Solid Ground. Figure 8-1 provides an

83

Key Job Description Components

• Essential functions,
• Working conditions and physical demands, and
• Qualifications for a successful operator.

Job descriptions that identify the essential functions of the
job, as well as the working conditions and physical demands
of the job, help to create a realistic picture for the applicant.
The job description should also define the job so as to attract
the most appropriate applicants for the paratransit vehicle
operator position.

Paratransit operator job descriptions and job announce-
ments provided by survey respondents, particularly the sec-
tions that communicate to potential applicants the attributes
or characteristics of a successful operator’s day, were reviewed.
The content in these documents was compared to findings
from the review of literature that focused on transit and related
industries.

TCRP Report 127: Employee Compensation Guidelines for
Transit Providers in Rural and Small Urban Areas suggests the
following as the minimum job requirements for a paratransit
vehicle operator (43):

Education:
• High School diploma or equivalent.

Experience:
• Previous professional driving experience preferred but

not required;
• Previous customer service experience and experience

working with persons with disabilities and/or senior cit-
izen groups preferred, but not required; and

• Safe driving record and clean criminal history.
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example of an advertisement it runs to recruit applicants. The
advertisement emphasizes that the agency is seeking applicants
who enjoy working with people and particularly older adults
and persons with disabilities. Key requirements of the job,
including a good driving record, a clean background history,
and a familiarity with the service area are listed.

Use of Weekly Community Newspapers

One of the ways that paratransit providers target specific
audiences is to use newspapers that tend to attract certain
audiences. In Denver, CO, one provider finds a free weekly
newspaper, Westword, to be its best source for getting a large
number of readers who are looking for jobs in the para-
transit vehicle operator pay range to see the ad. Westword’s
description on its website touts its reputation as an alternative
newspaper:

Since its purchase by New Times in 1983, Westword has grown
into one of the largest alternative weeklies in the country—even
though Denver is a major battlefield in a daily newspaper war.
Every week, the new edition is eagerly snatched up in college class-
rooms, coffeehouses, corporate offices and at the State Capitol by
faithful readers who appreciate hard-hitting, award-winning
journalism.

Placing advertisements in Westword is very cost-effective
and appears to appeal to those looking for work, especially
individuals who are not likely to purchase a daily newspaper.
This contractor’s ads specifically state its preference for retiree
applicants. Management states it probably gets twice as many
applicants as its competitors.

A second contractor in the Denver area advertises in a
weekly newspaper published by the Archdiocese of Denver to
target job-hunters looking for work in the paratransit vehicle
operator pay range. The newspaper, Denver Catholic Register,
is free to the public, has cost-effective advertising rates and is
distributed widely throughout Denver, often by homeless
individuals. One of this contractor’s advertisements, provided
as Figure 8-2, targets community/people-oriented individu-
als while emphasizing its friendly, family-oriented working
environment, and communicating the requirement of pre-
employment and random drug screens.

Marketing to Specific Geographic Areas

MV Transportation in Orlando, FL, is able to get statistics
from Employment Guide, a publication it uses to advertise
positions, which show the parts of the city from which it gets
the most operator applicant inquiries. This newspaper prints
a toll-free number in the company’s ad rather than its direct
number; however, the number is linked directly to the com-
pany. With that information, company staff is able to obtain
geographical information that gives the location from which
each call originated. Management finds this to be a good tool
for targeting ads to areas where the company wants to get an
increased number of applicants. Subsequently, targeted and
specialized advertising is distributed to those areas, rather
than the previous broad-brush advertising.

Marketing to Targeted Demographics

One nonprofit paratransit service company made a shift in
philosophy about how to recruit the best vehicle operator
candidates approximately 1 year ago. The firm decided to not
recruit employees who had worked for another paratransit
company, as these operators often bring the prior employer’s
methods of operation with them, which can lead to conflict.
Rather than using the state employment office, community
employment agencies, and other local recruitment sources,
the company sends job announcements to local churches,
which it finds are filled with downsized or retired workers
who are looking for a new career. The contractor also found
that many of these workers come from corporations and
non-transportation positions where good customer service is
“part of the job.” It has been the company’s experience that
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Are You A People Person? 

Solid Ground is seeking Paratransit Drivers to provide door to door 
transportation for elderly and disabled persons. Req: ability to pass 
background check, have a clean driving record for the past 5 years and be 
familiar with the Seattle area. PT and FT positions paying $13.25/hr plus 
benefits.  CALL (206) 694-6840 for application, apply at 1501 N 45th,
Seattle or www.solid-ground.org. AA/EOE. 

Figure 8-1. Sample advertisement for ADA paratransit
vehicle operators used by Seattle Personal Transit.

Figure 8-2. Sample job advertisement used
by special transit, Denver, CO.
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applicants from this group tend to possess the most impor-
tant characteristic already: the ability to work with a diverse
customer base, including people with disabilities.

In carrying out this new recruitment philosophy, the com-
pany sends a letter to various churches announcing job open-
ings and included are descriptions and responsibilities of the
job with special emphasis placed on working with elderly indi-
viduals and people with disabilities. This approach resulted in
the employment of eight operators within a short period; all
eight have remained with the company for the past year. While
teaching these employees driving skills resulted in longer
on-the-road training, the company has found it is worth the
investment.

Other providers also reported success with recruiting indi-
viduals who are retired and who are seeking a supplemental
income. Older, retired employees have been reported by sev-
eral providers to be reliable and more oriented toward cus-
tomer service. They also may be more amenable to working
part-time shifts and fewer hours per week. If the individual is
receiving benefits from his/her prior job, the benefits package
offered by the paratransit provider may not be a critical con-
cern. This is a particularly effective strategy in communities
with significant retirement populations. Job fairs targeted to
older job seekers were reported in the national survey to be
one successful way to recruit older workers. One Denver RTD
contractor states in its advertisements that it is looking for
applicants who are retired (all advertisements are placed in a
free alternative weekly newspaper).

Some paratransit providers also reported success with tar-
geted recruitment of employees from the home health care and
other social service industries. These employees may be more
likely to bring a customer service attitude and skills in working
with persons with disabilities to the paratransit vehicle opera-
tor position. One national company includes the following
statement in its comprehensive recruitment strategy: Active
and aggressive targeting of applicants who have been employed
at hospitals and other agencies [serving] of older adults.

Best Practice: eRecruiting and Online Applications

Recruiting and screening of paratransit vehicle operator
applicants is a time-intensive process, especially with the high
turnover rate that is common in many paratransit environ-
ments. Recruiters are often required to “fast-track” the review
of applications to reduce the impact of vacant positions on
service delivery as quickly as possible, which can lead to a
superficial analysis of applicants’ background, resulting in
inadequate vetting of their fit with the requirements of the job.

In order to facilitate the recruitment process, organizations
are using electronic human resources (eHR) systems. The
Brave New World of eHR: Human Resource Management in
the Digital Age (44) describes the most common practices as:

(a) adding recruitment pages to existing organizational web-
sites; (b) using specialized recruitment websites (for example, job
portals, online job boards); (c) developing interactive tools for
processing applications (for example, online applications, email
auto responding); and (d) using online screening techniques (for
example, keyword systems, online interviews or personality assess-
ments). The advantages of eRecruiting include the ability to man-
age responses, track applicants, identify candidates, maintain hir-
ing records in a single organized place, and assist with compliance
reporting requirements.

One private paratransit provider described the advantages
of using its online application process:

[A] paperless application process achieves three things: lowers
cost of advertisements; encourages a larger pool of applicants;
and applicants can complete the application online, at home, or
by coming to company locations.

Research completed for TCRP Report 77: Managing Tran-
sit’s Workforce in the New Millennium (27), found eRecruiting
to be a best practice for making it easy for potential applicants
to conduct job searches on the Internet to apply for online jobs
at the Washington Area Metropolitan Area Transit Authority
(WMATA). WMATA tracks the number of resumes received,
number of interviews conducted, and number of hires with
each recruitment. Each application has a number code that
alerts staff as to which medium was used to acquire the
application.
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Recruiting Tips

• Consider seeking applicants from among
retirees and other older individuals and/or
individuals with experience in the health care
or other social service industries.

• Utilize churches or other religious organiza-
tions, job fairs for older workers, and ads in
alternative newspapers to make contact with
these target groups of potential applicants.

• Hire based on attitude and teach driving skills.

One factor to consider in recruiting older workers is that
they may be more sensitive to work shifts that do not match
their lifestyles. While they may appreciate part-time shifts
(e.g., 4–5 hours per day), they may not be seeking or willing
to accept evening or weekend shifts. If the managers become
more effective in recruiting older workers, they may find it
beneficial to create part-time work for these operators rather
than to rely too heavily on split shifts.
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Several transit systems reported using Internet resources to
attract paratransit operator applicants. For instance, Greater
Lynn Senior Services, Inc., in Lynn, MA, uses Craigslist, a cen-
tralized network of online communities, featuring inexpensive
online classified advertising in a number of categories, includ-
ing a section for jobs.

Employee Referral Bonuses

Employee referral bonuses can be an effective way to recruit
qualified vehicle operator candidates. Referral bonuses build
on “word-of-mouth” recruiting, which was identified in the
focus group discussions as a major, and perhaps underappre-
ciated, source of job candidates.

• Referring employees receive $125 when the new hire com-
pletes training and another $125 when the new operator
completes 90 days on the job. There is no limit on the
number of referral bonuses that an employee can receive.

• Referring employees are paid a bonus of $50 once the new
hire completes 6 months of employment.

• Employees earn a $25 bonus if a referred applicant is hired
and successfully completes 3 months of service. In this
agency, over a 12-month period (May 2008–May 2009),
42 percent of new hires were referred by current or past
employees.

Research completed for TCRP Report 77: Managing Tran-
sit’s Workforce in the New Millennium found employee refer-
ral programs to encourage internal recruitment to be a best
practice within the transit industry. The study report included
five examples of referral programs designed and implemented
by transit agencies. While the amounts of payment differ from
agency to agency, the concepts of how to make the program
meaningful are the same. For instance, in each case the pro-
grams are designed in multi-phased bonus formats with the
referring employee receiving two or more payments as the
new hire reaches specific employment milestones.

Hiring Bonuses

One national survey respondent, Global Transportation in
Denver, CO, reported that it began offering a $250 hiring
bonus to increase the number of qualified vehicle operator
candidates. The company noted that this hiring bonus offset
a relatively low $7.00 per hour training wage (2008) and
improved the training completion rate as well as recruitment
efforts. The hiring bonus effectively increased the training
wage by about $3.00 per hour.

Best Practice: Comprehensive 
Recruitment Strategies

Described in the following paragraphs are the comprehen-
sive recruitment strategies being used by a nonprofit paratran-
sit provider and a national provider of contract paratransit
services, which incorporate many of the best practices men-
tioned in the previous sections.

A Nonprofit Agency. As mentioned previously, Seattle
Personal Transit (SPT) is a transportation program of the
nonprofit organization Solid Ground, an agency that provides
a number of human services to individuals in King County,
Washington. SPT uses a variety of methods to recruit employ-
ees. Some recruitment approaches, such as newspaper ads, are
fairly traditional; others, such as web-based advertising, are
nontraditional. The organization employs approximately 140
paratransit operators and in 2008 maintained an employee
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Existing Operators Can Be the 
Best Employment Ads

Current employees who are satisfied with their
jobs are natural recruiters for paratransit opera-
tor positions. Employee referral bonus programs
encourage referrals of potential applicants by
existing employees.

Various versions of formal employee referral programs
were reported by private paratransit companies and transit
agencies. The following are a number of employee referral
programs discovered during this study:

• $300 is paid to current employees if both the referring
employee and the new hire are still employed by the organi-
zation after 6 months.

• Referring employees are eligible for an unlimited number
of $250 referral bonuses if they refer an applicant who
remains employed as an operator for more than 90 days.

• Referring employees are awarded $150 if the new employee
successfully completes six months of employment and 
an additional $250 after the new employee’s first year of
employment.

• Referring employees receive a $150 bonus after the new
employee has been on board 90 days and $150 after 6 months
of employment. The referred employee—the new hire—
also receives the bonuses.

• A bonus of $150 is paid to the referring employee after the
new operator completes 6 months on the job.

• The referring employee receives $100 if the new hire
remains for more than 4 months and another $100 if both
the referring employee and the new operator are employed
with the organization for more than 12 months.
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turnover rate of 24%, down from 28% the previous year.
Employee referrals are a major component of the agency’s
recruitment strategy. SPT employees receive notices of all job
announcements. Employees earn a $25 bonus if a referred
applicant is hired and successfully completes 3 months of ser-
vice. In the 12 months ending in May 2009, 42% of the new
hires had been referred by current or past SPT employees.

Thirty-six percent of new hires stated they learned about job
opportunities through the agency’s website, job fairs, and other
media sources. Eleven percent of new hires were referred by
WorkSource, an agency that provides an array of employment
and training services designed to enhance the effectiveness and
coordination of employer and job-seeker services in the Seat-
tle area. Eleven percent of new hires were referred by a neigh-
boring transportation company.

In an effort to ensure the greatest coverage of information
about SPT job openings, the agency advertises on 13 websites
and newspapers in the area. Websites include Solid Ground’s
website, NativeChat.net, Craigslist, and Careerbuilder.com.
The agency has also established free links with many other
websites in the area.

Job openings are regularly posted at seven technical and
community colleges as well as at three universities in the area.
Through email distribution, job opportunity notices are sent
to more than 100 local nonprofit agencies. In addition, job
opportunity bulk mailings are sent to more than 375 establish-
ments that include nonprofit agencies, community centers,
libraries, churches, schools, employment resource centers, and
Seattle Housing Authority facility sites. The agency has also
conducted recruitment fairs with paratransit agencies that are
reducing their workforces.

One unique recruitment strategy used by SPT is to credit
employment hours from a former employer if a new employee
has paratransit bus operator experience. Starting wages at SPT
are based on hours worked as a paratransit operator. The
employee can request and provide payroll records of hours
worked from the previous employer and submit that informa-
tion to SPT. New operators with previous experience must still
complete the same 6-month probationary period as all other
new employees do.

A National Paratransit Contractor. One national pro-
vider of paratransit services supplied details about actions it
takes to attract the best candidates for ADA paratransit vehi-
cle operator positions. The company states that the use of
these approaches may vary across operating locations depend-
ing on the unique characteristics of the labor pool or resource
availability within each area. In addition to targeting health
care workers and retirees, the company includes the following
as recruitment methods:

• Employee referral bonus plan.
• Sign-on bonuses.

• Increased training wages.
• Paperless application process.
• The corporate Qualification Department reviews all appli-

cations and conducts criminal background and reference
checks. This department employs highly trained individu-
als who support the contract locations by ensuring that all
applicants meet company standards before they are inter-
viewed and possibly given a conditional job offer.

• Placement of 1-800 numbers on the back of company vehi-
cles that will provide information about hiring opportunities.

• All dispatchers are trained in communicating with poten-
tial applicants.

Comprehensive Pre-Employment Screening

Pre-employment screening is needed to ensure that appli-
cants meet regulatory and contract requirements that often
apply to the provision of ADA paratransit service. Pre-
employment screening is also an important part of identifying
candidates who are most likely to be successful operators.
Effective screening can also help lower training drop-out rates
and reduce training costs.

Comprehensive pre-employment screening can include ref-
erence checks and verification of employment, credit checks,
and education and credential checks. Research conducted dur-
ing this study revealed that systems also often require criminal
record checks, motor vehicle records/driver abstracts, a DOT-
physical, drug and alcohol testing, and sometimes a CDL
license with endorsements. The literature search noted one
example of a private company that requires candidates to sign
a screening release to gain access to credit records and infor-
mation regarding DOT/FTA drug and alcohol testing viola-
tions, including pre-employment tests. The literature also
noted two private companies that present standardized crite-
ria for determining a candidate’s approval of all of the required
background checks and offer conditional employment if the
process becomes time consuming (43).

In addition, two private companies reported conducting a
pre-qualifications interview prior to the application process
which includes a pre-screening of driving experience, driving
and criminal history, licensure, and age requirements. Ini-
tial applicant screenings are conducted through a telephone
interview. Both companies also include a review of the job
description with the candidate in its initial applicant screen-
ing process.

One provider of ADA paratransit service for the Denver
RTD uses the review of the motor vehicle record (MVR) as the
first pre-employment screening action. Previous job experi-
ence, types of jobs, and spelling and grammar on the applica-
tion are all noted. Because the computer for submitting appli-
cations is in the front office, the recruiter assesses how long
it takes the applicant to go through the online application
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process. This consideration is relevant because RTD is moving
toward onboard computers on all of its vehicles. The recruiter
also makes a pre-interview telephone call to assess basic com-
munication skills. With all of these items completed, a decision
is made as to whether to set up an in-person interview. Drug
and alcohol screens, a DOT physical, and background checks
follow successful interviews. Upon completion of this screen-
ing process, most applicants get cleared for training.

Another Denver RTD contractor begins its pre-employment
screening process with a review of the application to make sure
it is complete. Next, there is a review of the MVR record not
only to evaluate how many points the individual has but also
to check the number of incidents recorded. In some cases, a
person with a high number of incidents yet an acceptable
number of points may have plea bargained with authorities.
Any applicant who has had a suspension within the past five
years is not eligible for further consideration. The job appli-
cant’s experience is also reviewed: this may include paid or
volunteer experience, such as working with older adults at a
nonprofit agency or church. This contractor also conducts a
pre-interview criminal background check. The interview
process includes job-related questions and an assessment of
how well the applicant reads and writes in English. Applicants
must also pass a map-reading quiz. After this process is com-
pleted, the applicant is sent for an interview with the super-
visor of operators.

Best Practice: Pre-Screening for Map Reading Skills

Map reading skills were reported as a disqualifier in study
focus groups as well as in interviews with paratransit man-
agement teams. In describing what is often found in pre-
employment screening, one contractor gave the following
scenario:

People may have been born and raised here and they know how
to get around town, but do so by saying ‘Go over here by the
Conoco station and make a left,’ never having looked at a map
book, and so it is a real challenge. A lot of time the ones that don’t
make it through training it is because they do not get through the
mapping.

Rather than waiting until employees are in new hire train-
ing, some providers assess basic map reading skills during the
pre-employment screening. The following is a tool that one
contractor, Special Transit in Denver, Colorado, uses to test
basic map reading skills found to be essential to success in per-
forming the paratransit vehicle operator job. The map shown
in Exhibit 8-1 is provided to applicants, and they are asked to
complete the single map reading exercise that accompanies it.

Realistic Job Previews

According to a recent study of labor issues at a major ADA
paratransit operation, “an honest appraisal of all of the aspects
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Sample Map Reading Exercise 

As a driver you will be required to have basic mapping skills. Our Training 
Department will teach more advanced mapping during the three-week of new driver 
training.

You have 15 minutes to complete this timed exercise. 

1. Note the compass on the top of the attached map page; please complete the 
south, east and west directions on the compass. 
2. Please locate Niwot Estates on your map. Mark as your starting point. Starting 
on Monarch Rd. using a marking pen show how you would get a Niwot Rd. and 
Elm St.
3. Please describe each turn (right or left) and which direction you would be 
heading (north, south, east, west) as you would travel from Monarch Rd.  
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________
_________

4. Identify three major streets or roads on this map. 

A. ___________________  B__________________ C _____________________

5. Looking at your map, in which direction is Mineral Rd. heading: north and south 
or east and west? 

Applicant Name: _______________________________ Date _________________

Exhibit 8-1. Example test for basic map reading skills.
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of the job should also be provided during the interview process.
Applicants may feel they are applying for a “driving” job when,
in fact, there is a lot more involved than just driving. An hon-
est job preview can reduce the training drop-out rate as well as
early post-training turnover” (45).

The literature review also revealed the importance of a real-
istic job preview as a factor in attracting applicants and retain-
ing new hires. One innovative approach identified during the
research is to have applicants spend a day on the road with an
experienced operator to give operators a better sense of the
actual job. Another approach being used is to have the new
hire spend the first day going through an obstacle course set
up in an enclosed parking lot and driving the vehicle that will
be used on the job.

A third innovative approach is designed to allow applicants
to (1) self-select out of the process if they feel the job is not a
good fit or (2) become more interested and committed to the
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Exhibit 8-1. (Continued).

Job Preview

Previewing the paratransit vehicle operator job
with applicants can help to identify individuals
who would not be effective or comfortable in
the job before they are hired and begin training
or passenger service.

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


job if it is a good fit. This process also provides the applicants
with a realistic picture of both positive and negative aspects
of the job. The process consists of the following three steps:

1. The applicant views a video of what the paratransit oper-
ator position is like. The video allows the candidates to
compare the activities and responsibilities of the job with
their own interests and preferences and to decide if they
wish to proceed with the application.

2. The applicant sits in a vehicle seat so he/she understands
the feel and size of the vehicle and to determine whether
he/she can safely reach the pedals; and

3. The applicant completes a self-assessment to help him or
her decide if this job is right for them.

Compensation

An obvious major factor in attracting and retaining good
employees is the level of compensation offered. Wage rates for
operators in the paratransit industry are typically rather low.
The national survey indicated that, in 2008, the average start-
ing wage paid by private contractors was $10.47 per hour. Pub-
lic agencies that directly operated service indicated slightly
higher wages, averaging $12.06. The survey also showed that
for both public and private providers, ADA paratransit vehicle
operators are paid less than their fixed-route counterparts.

Research summarized in Chapter 5 suggests that wages are a
significant factor in turnover. The research conducted indi-
cates that turnover can be decreased by 3.5% to 5.1% for every
$1.00 increase in the starting wage.

Following are some examples of efforts to improve vehicle
operator compensation and examples of comprehensive com-
pensation packages reported by systems with stable workforces.

Best Practice: California Labor Code 1070-1074

“Fair wage” or “livable wage” requirements are becoming
more common. One example, specific to public transit ser-
vices, is in the State of California, where legislation was passed
in 2003 to attempt to address this issue. The legislation, now
part of the state’s labor code (California Labor Code, Section
1070-1074, 2003), includes the following language:

. . . it serves an important social purpose to establish incentives
for contractors who bid public transit services contracts to retain
qualified employees of the prior contractor to perform the same
or similar work.

The legislation requires that public entities bidding public
transit services must give preference to bidders who agree to
retain qualified employees of prior contractors. Specifically,
the legislation calls for public entities to give a 10% preference
to these bidders in the bid evaluation process.

Best Practice: Charlotte Area Transit System,
Charlotte, NC

Charlotte Area Transit System (CATS) operates its ADA
paratransit service (STS) in-house. Vehicle operators receive a
comprehensive compensation package that includes a $12.87
starting wage (2008), 10 paid vacation days and 12 sick days per
year, as well as 9 paid holidays per year. For every 13 weeks that
an operator does not call out sick, they receive an additional
half day of vacation. Operators contribute $14.76 per week for
individual health care coverage (2008), and $96.17 per week for
family health care coverage. A 3% 401K program match is also
provided.

CATS indicated a total vehicle operator workforce of 82 and
indicated that only 12 new hires were needed in a recent year,
which suggests only a 14.6% annual turnover rate. CATS
reported that it has little difficulty attracting qualified opera-
tor candidates. Managers noted that no trainees have dropped
out of training in recent years and that only two operators
have been terminated in the 90-day probationary period in the
past 16 years.

Best Practice: LINK Transit, Wenatchee, WA

The Chelan-Douglas Public Transit Benefit Area (LINK
Transit) in Wenatchee, WA, has an integrated vehicle operator
workforce with operators hired and trained to perform either
fixed-route or ADA paratransit service. LINK reported that
vehicle operators receive a $14.17 starting wage, with a maxi-
mum wage of $19.98 (2008). In 2008 the agency also reported
that it provided 100% individual as well as family health care
coverage, 10 paid vacation days to start, 12 paid holidays, and
a contribution toward a retirement plan.

LINK reported only a 14.8% annual post-training turnover
rate and an 88% training completion rate. The agency also
noted that while vehicle operator compensation is very good
compared to other systems, the gains it has seen in produc-
tivity, reportedly attributed to a large degree to the experi-
enced, stable workforce have more than offset the increased
labor costs with gains in system productivity. LINK is fea-
tured as a case study in Chapter 10 and more information on
the costs and benefits of its compensation program is dis-
cussed there.

Best Practice: Enhanced Benefits Packages

A common theme heard in comments from focus group
participants conducted during this study was that inadequate
employee benefits can contribute to a lack of success in
recruiting and retaining paratransit vehicle operators. The
national survey also indicated that fringe benefits provided by
some ADA paratransit service providers, particularly private
contractors, can be minimal.

90

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


During the course of the research, two private contractors
were also identified who indicated that reasonably complete
fringe packages were provided to ADA paratransit vehicle
operators. Table 8-2 summarizes benefits packages offered by
these two paratransit contractors.

Both companies reported that they have good success with
recruiting vehicle operators and also experience low rates of
operator turnover. The attractiveness of the fringe benefits
offered was noted as a reason for this success.

Best Practice: Performance Bonuses

Another way that companies and agencies improve compen-
sation is with bonuses based on performance. This approach
not only increases compensation for operators but reinforces
positive behavior that benefits the provider. The following are
several examples of performance bonus programs utilized by
paratransit contractors in the Denver area.

• MV Transportation provides vehicle operators with a $150
bonus every 2 months if they meet three criteria: (1) do not
have any preventable accidents; (2) have no preventable
injuries on vehicles they have operated; and (3) have perfect
attendance (i.e., have no unscheduled call-outs).

• Global Transportation provides an annual safety bonus,
which can be up to $150, if an operator has no preventable
accidents. Global also provides an attendance bonus. Oper-
ators are eligible to receive $150 if they have fewer than three
unscheduled call-outs in a 6-month period, or $100 if they
have fewer than five unscheduled call-outs in a 6-month
period.

• Coach USA offers $120 to operators each month who have
no “events”—preventable accidents, tardiness, or unsched-
uled call-outs.

Other practices identified in the research that reward oper-
ators for performance include the following:

• Paying an extra $1 or $1.50 per hour for each pay period in
which an operator has perfect attendance (i.e., no tardiness
or unexcused absences).

• Cash bonuses for extended periods of time (such as a quar-
ter, 6-months, or year) without a preventable accident or
customer complaint.

• Other forms of recognition and prizes for good perform-
ance, such as “Operator of the Month” recognition, gift
certificates, or other rewards.

A unique approach to performance bonuses was also
reported by Veolia Transportation in Baltimore, MD. This
company created a bonus program that recognized perfor-
mance of groups of operators which created a friendly compe-
tition within the company. The following paragraphs describes
the program, dubbed “Veonopoly.”

Paratransit operators and supervisors are divided into ten
teams; teams typically include 20–25 individuals each. Each
team is given $7,500 in Veonopoly “scrip” at the beginning of
each quarter. Deductions and additions are made from the
scrip based on various performance measures: absenteeism,
tardiness, accidents, and rider complaints and compliments.
At the end of the quarter, the team that has earned the most
money is paid that amount in cash by the company, to be
divided equally among team members.

Veolia reported that the implementation of this program,
together with more targeted recruitment and more thorough
checks of prior employment, helped them lower annual post-
training turnover rates from 75% in the first half of 2007 to
between 28% and 52% at various times in 2008 and 2009.
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Paratransit Provider Benefits 
Seattle Personal 
Transit (Seattle, WA) 

Employees who work 20 hours or more per week (after 6 months of 
employment) on a regular basis: 

Holiday pay of 80 hours/year. 
Paid leave based on years of service with ability to bank leave 
up to 180 hours. Excess hours paid out in cash. 
Health, Dental, Short- and Long-term Disability Benefits. 
Employee Assistance Program. 
3% contribution of gross wages to pension fund (even if 
employee chooses not to contribute). 

Special Transit 
(Denver, CO) 

Medical, Dental, Basic and Supplemental Life Insurance. 
Accidental Death and Dismemberment Insurance. 
Short and Long-term Disability Insurance. 
Flexible Spending Account. 
403b Plan. 
Employee Assistance Program (for anyone in employee’s 
household).
Vacation, sick, holiday pay, and floating holidays. 

Table 8-2. Fringe benefits provided by Seattle Personal Transit
and Special Transit.
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Tools and Training 
for Paratransit Operators

As detailed by the Performance Pyramid, the next step
toward satisfied employees and reduced turnover rates is the
provision of training and other tools to aid operators in achiev-
ing their highest levels of performance. Following are examples
and best practices identified in the literature, survey, and
through follow-up contacts made during the study.

New Employee Orientation

Research completed for TCRP Report 77: Managing Tran-
sit’s Workforce in the New Millennium (27), found that feeling
welcome is one of the most important and lasting impres-
sions for a new employee joining a workforce. In the national
survey, various versions of new employee orientation pro-
grams were reported by transit agencies around the nation.
Results of data collected in focus groups and through inter-
views with various paratransit managers also showed that
new employee orientation is often a part of the new hire train-
ing. Case studies revealed variations of new employee orien-
tation programs.

The City of Baltimore’s Department of Transportation’s
new employee orientation program familiarizes the employee
with the culture and goals of the organization. Beginning with
the first week of training, employees are introduced to a work-
ing environment that respects their input, rewards involve-
ment, and insists that each employee share responsibility for
customer service.

According to the Transit Authority of River City (TARC)
in Louisville, KY, a successful new operator orientation is a
team effort, which requires a top-down commitment for suc-
cess. TARC’s new employee orientation program is an orga-
nizational effort and is supported by the Board of Directors,
the Executive Director, and all departments. The program
begins with introductions to and presentations by the Executive
Director, Union President, and Director of Transportation. The
trainer also introduces the employee to department heads
and other employees while touring the facilities. Employees
receive an orientation package of information that includes
TARC’s mission statement, vision statement, fiscal year goals
and objectives, and training guidelines.

Job-Specific Training for New Operators

The new paratransit vehicle operator must be able to demon-
strate proficiency in each of the job description requirements,
including road skills testing and proper manifest reading and
mapping prior to being certified as capable of doing the job.

The national survey found that, on average, about 127 hours
of training are typically provided. This includes about 59 hours

of classroom instruction and 68 hours of on-the-road training.
One respondent commented that training is the final screen-
ing and helps the trainees “demonstrate their ability to com-
prehend training material, verbalize and write their response
to specific questions and problems, and verify the trainee’s pro-
ficiency in the English language.”

Training materials were requested from the three largest
national private paratransit contractors. A review of the pro-
grams showed that each included the following:

• Legally required information, such as drug and alcohol test-
ing program information, regulatory and safety require-
ments.

• Organizational orientation, including a review of human
resources policy and procedures (e.g., sexual harassment).

• Skills-related information, such as customer service and
emergency and safety procedures.

• Operations orientation, including scheduling, dispatch,
accounting or fare collections, and record keeping.

• Vehicle familiarization including a variety of vehicles, lifts,
and securement devices.

• Defensive driving and vehicle operation under a variety of
road conditions, terrain, and locations (e.g., expressways).

• ADA requirements and instruction on how to assist per-
sons with a variety of disabilities.

The programs also indicated that trainers utilize a “show,
not tell” approach to model the instruction. This approach
includes the following:

• Training is presented in a hands-on, realistic manner; for
example, simulations are used to model the correct way to
provide assistance to customers with a variety of disabilities.

• Training lasts for 6 to 8 weeks followed by a probationary
period.

• Trainees are assessed for proficiency throughout the train-
ing by means of homework assignments, quizzes, observa-
tions, and written tests.

Training in Advanced Technologies

A number of respondents to the survey noted that they have
installed Global Positioning System (GPS) navigation systems
on vehicles and have found that it helps new operators in par-
ticular. Even with better training and more time spent on map
reading and learning the area, it is difficult for new operators
to have a good working knowledge of the entire service area
(particularly in very large systems). Technology that can assist
with finding specific addresses can relieve much of the stress
on new operators. It can even help experienced operators to
find infrequently used or uncommon addresses.
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Mobile Data Computers (MDCs) can make the communi-
cations between vehicle operators and dispatchers more effi-
cient and can reduce wait times for dispatch assistance.
MDCs can also minimize the handwriting that is associated
with paper manifests or with add-ons to the schedule. As noted
above, though, if advanced technologies are employed, these
systems need to function properly and vehicle operators need
to be trained to proficiency in their use. Poorly performing
equipment or a lack of understanding of these advanced tech-
nologies have been reported to have negative impacts on vehi-
cle operator performance and job satisfaction.

Reinforcing Safety as a Value

Throughout the research for this study, the importance of
operators understanding that safety is a core value in every-
thing a vehicle operator does was emphasized. Safety is one of
the cornerstones of “how we do business” in the industry.
Even though formal training related to safety techniques and
actions is limited, paratransit providers have instituted prac-
tices to reinforce that safety has to be foremost in the think-
ing and actions of vehicle operators. Provided below are
examples of how providers create and reinforce “safety first”
teachable moments.

• Example 1: Monthly safety meetings are a staple in ADA
paratransit environments. In these meetings, safety mes-
sages are presented by managers and employees with
exemplary safety records are recognized. Related issues,
such as the safe and proper securement of various types of
mobility aids are sometimes covered.

• Example 2: Safety/attendance awards are often combined to
emphasize the importance of safety and good attendance.
Perks that come with these awards range from bonuses up
to $150, to special parking spots for a month, to having the
operator’s picture and story posted on company bulletin
boards and in the company newsletter. Typically, all opera-
tors with spotless (or near spotless) records within a desig-
nated period have their names put in a bowl and the winner
of the award is drawn from this group of candidates.

• Example 3: The CEO of one private company begins each
regularly scheduled conference call with local managers
with a message about safety. These managers in turn relay
the same message to operators.

Use of DriveCam Technology 
to Support Safe Driving

The use of video cameras on transit vehicles to monitor driv-
ing behavior and to document any unexpected incidents while
in service is becoming more common. Some national para-
transit providers make this a standard feature on services they

provide. Companies report that the technology can not only
improve safety but is a very helpful tool for investigating com-
plaints and incidents. It is also reported that the cost of the
technology can be significantly offset by savings in insurance
premiums. Any time there is a sudden vehicle movement, such
as going over a curb or a deep bump in the road very quickly,
the camera is activated and captures video and audio for a short
period of time after the event. While the information is prima-
rily used for accident investigations, operators can also activate
the camera if there are other in-service incidents.

One company reported that to emphasize the importance of
safe operations, anyone who goes a month without a DriveCam
incident gets to put his or her name in hat for a drawing. With
the reward program attached, the onboard camera is typically
viewed in a positive light.

Recertification

Veteran paratransit vehicle operators need to maintain
skill levels developed during the new operator training. Some
providers include regularly scheduled continuing education
and recertification in essential skills areas.

The following document is an example of continuing edu-
cation and training for vehicle operators at Special Transit in
Denver. Special Transit staff explained its use:

Our Road Supervisors use this form to evaluate operators after
they have completed training. The Road Supervisors ride along
with the operators and if they observe any problem areas, coach
the operators on ways to improve. Our goal is to evaluate opera-
tors a minimum of once a year, but it can be more often depend-
ing on the outcome of the evaluation.

Special Transit road supervisors also check operators
quarterly to make sure they are following proper wheelchair
securement procedures. Exhibit 8-2 is an example of the form
used to document these evaluations.

Providing a Supportive 
Work Environment

A common theme during focus groups conducted with
managers from paratransit systems that have stable work-
forces was that the overall work environment was viewed in a
positive light by employees. Vehicle operators from these sys-
tems reported that the organization was like a “family” and
that they enjoyed the people with whom they worked. They
indicated that the organization had a real concern for its
employees and looked out for their interests.

Small efforts, such as recognizing birthdays and periodically
hosting breakfasts or company gatherings, were cited as things
that helped improve the camaraderie and the overall work
environment. Other factors—support, recognition, and hear-
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Access-a-Ride      PERSONAL TRAINING    DRIVER RIDE-A-LONG ASSESSMENT 
NAME: __________________________________ DATE: ____________  DIVISION___________EXAMINER 
__________________________
IN POSSESSION OF:  LICENSE ______ DOT CARD ______ WATCH ______ UNIFORM ______ MAP BOOK ______ 
OTHER ________ 

TIME: _______________SERVICE AREA _______________________AM_______PM________ UNIT # 
_________________
E - EXCELLENT   G - GOOD N.I. - NEEDS IMPROVEMENT U- UNACCEPTABLE PERFORMANCE  //   Y-yes   N-no 
PRE TRIP-POST TRIP PASSENGER ASSISTANCE 
           observed pre/post trip predictable stop-              door timing 
           reviewed form only checks that clients are seated   
GENERAL DRIVING rechecks passengers before moving 

smooth acceleration            steady speed lift operation 
smooth stopping / complete stops wc. maneuvers done properly 
square  right turns                left turns Secure wc.with Qstraints, seatbelt offered 
right lane change       left lane change Hazards/  park brake used 
signal use canes/walkers/packages out of the way 
mirror use MISCELLANEOUS
intersection awareness drivers attitude 
defensive driving skills helpful answering questions 
steering control on time / schedule 
slows down over rough road telephone protocol 
right lane use paperwork, complete / legible  
railroad crossings-        full stop           
  hazard lights               look/listen 

distraction management- phone  
  paperwork                conversation 

backing : in R      horn               4ways
get out & look                mirror checking 

coach comfort-     temperature                           
music                    conversation 

monitors dashboard  COMMENTS :
stopping distance    
side clearance   
pulling to curb / parallel    
driver wears seatbelt    
traffic control signs    
traffic etiquette    
separating hazards    
following distance    
Maintains lane    
Yields right of way when appropriate    
    

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS / SUGGESTIONS 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Name: ___________________________________ has received personal training/job coaching while on duty, and will receive 
_____credits  for the Special Transit continuing education program. 

PERSONAL TRAINER: ___________________________________________ 
DATE: _______________________________ 

I have received an assessment and/or coaching as noted above, that will help improve my ability to perform my job as a driver.

DRIVER  : ______________________________________________ 

DATE  : ______________________________________________ 

cc: Operations Manager ___  Div. Supervisor ___ Safety  ___ 

Exhibit 8-2. Example of an operator assessment form.
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SPECIAL TRANSIT  
PARATRANSIT - Wheelchair Securement Certification 

Employee _______________________  Date ________  Field Trainer __________________ 
N/A = item was not applicable.  N/A should be placed in Yes or No column Yes No 
Wheelchair using customers 
Did the driver check hand grips and brakes on w/c for safety? 
Was there a clear path of travel for the w/c to or from the vehicle? 
Did the driver follow proper procedure while maneuvering up or down a step? 
(one step at a time, forward up, backward down, etc) 
Did the driver push/pull the chair as opposed to lifting the chair while going 
up/down a step? 
Was proper procedure followed while going up or down a ramp? 
Proper lift procedures 
Were operator and bystanders clear of all moving parts? 
Was lift door properly secured before operating lift? 
Was w/c loaded facing out? 
Were w/c brakes set? 
Did the driver turn OFF the power on an electric chair while on the lift? 
Did the driver secure the lift safety belt prior to operating the lift? 
Did the driver have a hand on the w/c while it raised/lowered and the whole 
time the lift was off the ground? 
Was s/he standing in the proper position to restrain chair while raising or 
lowering the lift? 
Did the driver check the lip of the lift, to be sure it was locked into place after 
rising from the ground? 
Did the driver push the w/c ¾ of the way into the vehicle before entering the 
vehicle to finish loading? Or leave the w/c ¾ of the way in the vehicle before 
leaving the vehicle to unload? 
Did the driver stand in front of the ELECTRIC w/c while it reversed into the 
vehicle?  (Or while it came out onto the lift?)  Same procedure for manual 
chair when customer operates their own chair on to or off of bus. 
Tie Down procedures 
Was the chair positioned facing forwards, wheels straight, squarely between 
the floor tiedown spaces? 
Were chair brakes set? 
Was electric chair power turned off? 
Were front straps placed on first? 
Were front straps placed into floor brackets (directly in front of the frame of 
each side of the chair  and checked for secure fit BEFORE being put on 
chair?
Were front straps hooked to a solid part of the frame? 
Were front straps connected where they would not shift or slip off? 
Were the front straps at a vertical 45  angle and not twisted? 
Were front straps pulled tightly and extra strapping Velcroed up off the floor? 
Were rear straps placed into floor brackets directly behind the frame on each 
side of the chair, and checked for secure fit BEFORE being put on chair? 
Were rear straps secured to a solid part of the frame? 
Were rear straps connected where they would not shift or slip off? 
Were rear straps at a 45  vertical angle and not twisted? 
Were rear straps pulled tightly towards floor bracket, ratcheted and secured? 
Was entire chair checked for secure tiedown hold? 
Passenger restraints  (Seatbelts and shoulder straps) 
Requirements for the Q-Straint System 
Were passenger restraints secured to rear tie down straps? 
Were the seatbelt straps passed between the wheel and frame and then 
through the armrest? 
Was the female side of the seatbelt on the isle side of the chair? 
Was the seatbelt fastened securely? 
Was the shoulder strap placed across the chest and connected properly to 
the female side of the seatbelt? 
Were wheelchair and passenger secure and ready for transportation? 

Exhibit 8-2. (Continued).

(continued on next page)
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ing and acting on concerns—also play a part in the cultivation
of a positive work environment. Some efforts can have an
immediate impact, but more often, changing the work envi-
ronment is something that requires time and requires ongoing
effort to maintain.

Employee Communication

Keeping employees informed of matters that affect them
and their work is a tool that is easy to implement, yet often
underutilized. The company newsletter is one way to create an
environment in which employees feel in-the-know and con-
nected. One example of an effective aspect of a communication

strategy is a newsletter published by Special Transit in Denver,
CO, an organization with an annual operator turnover rate
of less than 30 percent. The newsletter, published monthly
on bright green paper, includes news that relates directly to
employees personally and to the organization overall. (See
Exhibit 8-3 for a sample employee newsletter.)

Best Practice: Early and Ongoing Input 
and Involvement

One private contractor, SCR Transportation of Chicago, IL,
begins inviting vehicle operator feedback as soon as training is
completed. The company requests employee feedback in an
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Requirements for the Kenodyne System  
Were passenger restraints secured to the floor just inside of the rear tie down  
straps ? 
Were the seatbelt straps passed between the wheel and frame and then  
through the armrest?   
Was the female side of the seatbelt on the isle side of the chair?  
Was the seatbelt fastened securely to the isle side of the passenger at the  
hip? 
Was the shoulder strap secured into the bracket in the wall securely?  
Was it placed far enough back to allow the shoulder strap to come across the  
shoulder of the passenger?  
Was the shoulder strap placed across the chest and connected properly to  
the female side of the seatbelt?  
Were wheelchair and passenger secure and ready for transportation?  

Comments: 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 

Employee Newsletter 

One issue of Special Transit’s newsletter includes a front-page article written by the Executive 
Director about the outcomes of the retreat held weeks before by the Board of Directors of 
Special Transit.  The article speaks about the strategic goals set during the retreat, including 
action steps, responsibilities, and timelines for achieving those goals.  Within the newsletter is 
an HR Corner, written by the Human Resources Manager, that includes recognition of 
employee birthdays, employment anniversary congratulations, names of new employees and 
those leaving the organization, and finally an inspirational message titled “ A Lobster Tale:
Shed Your Shell and Grow.” The Safety page gives an update on Safety Bingo, an incentive 
designed to heighten awareness of safety practices in the organization, and provides other 
safety information related to driving laws in Colorado.  Congratulations are given to an 
employee who recently received the “Go the Extra Mile Award,” with a notation:  “These 
awards are a way to show appreciation to our employees who go above and beyond the call of 
duty to move our mission forward.”  Other newsletter content relates to the design phase of 
the organization’s building expansion project and a one-page profile of one of Special 
Transit’s board members.  

Exhibit 8-2. (Continued).

Exhibit 8-3. Sample employee newsletter.
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effort to ensure a positive experience for new operators from
day one. Feedback is obtained using a one-page survey given
to employees upon completion of new operator training.

The survey is titled New Hire Evaluation. The header states
its purpose:

WELCOME TO SCR! Please take a few moments to fill out this
survey and let us know about your experience as you join our SCR
family. We take your input very seriously and want to address
your concerns from the minute you walk through our doors.

Operators are asked to respond anonymously to the fol-
lowing questions by selecting either agree, not sure, disagree,
or no opinion:

1. I was pleased with the service I received when applying for
the position

2. The front desk was responsive when it came to the
inquires about my application status

3. The interviewer was pleasant and informative.
4. The impression that I have of the company after the inter-

view is the same impression I had of the company after
training.

5. The trainer was knowledgeable of the material shown in
class.

6. The material used in class (written, verbal, video and
audio) were all helpful and informative.

7. The road training was useful and made me feel more con-
fident about the job.

8. My road trainer was knowledgeable and I felt confident
with his training.

9. I feel ready to tackle the job after completing the full train-
ing course.

At the bottom of the survey, new operators were given suf-
ficient space and an opportunity to write comments about
each of the following:

• The training’s strengths were.
• I believe the following can improve the training.
• General Comments.

Ongoing vehicle operator feedback is invited at regular com-
pany meetings. SCR also has a suggestion box that is used for
feedback between meetings. The company takes the additional
step of reporting on comments received, as well as progress
made in addressing issues raised as part of its employee
newsletter.

Best Practice: Mentoring

One paratransit provider shared information about its
mentoring program for new operators, known as “cadetting”

in that system. Another example of operator mentoring,
described in TCRP Report 77, comes from fixed-route transit
operations but is also applicable in a paratransit environ-
ment. Both programs are described in the following sections.

Cadetting

MV Transportation at SamTrans in San Carlos, California,
reported use of post-classroom, behind-the-wheel peer sup-
port as part of its training program, including 40 hours of
“cadetting.” Cadetting assigns a trainee to an experienced
operator who serves as an operator coach and models driving
the vehicle before turning it over to the trainee.

Details of the program are as follows:

• The trainee is to arrive earlier than the operator so he/she
can map out the manifest.

• The trainee completes the pre-trip inspection with the
operator.

• The operator starts driving in the morning, and the trainee
takes over after lunch.

• The trainee performs customer service duties, operates the
radio, and assists riders who use wheelchairs.

• The trainee fills out the manifest cover sheet.
• The trainee completes the post-trip inspection with the

operator.

Transferrable Fixed-Route Operator 
Mentoring Procedures

RTC RIDE in Reno, NV, has had a mentoring program for
new fixed-route coach operators since 2000 (TCRP Report 77
describes the program using its former name, Citifare Oper-
ating Mentoring Program). The program is an example of a
structured approach to preparing veteran operators to guide,
tutor, coach, and advise new operators during the beginning
weeks of their employment. The goal of the program is to
make the adjustment to the RIDE way of doing things as easy
as possible. This cost-effective strategy has proven to improve
the retention rate of new operators. The mentor program
begins following the trainee’s completion of a 7-week class-
room and line-instruction course.

The following is how the program works:

• Mentors are selected from among veteran operators who
have good records and show potential for teaching others
what they know.

• Each mentor completes a 16-hour mentoring training
seminar.

• The Operations Training Coordinator assigns each new
operator a mentor, a veteran operator who conducts the
revenue training with the new operator and afterwards
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maintains contact related to personal and or work-related
issues that affect work performance.

• At the Encounters-of-the-Meal-Kind, a meal paid for by
RIDE, the operator and mentor sign a contract that out-
lines what their relationship will be in the future.

• The mentor and trainee follow through with the contrac-
tual agreement and meet regularly to discuss any issues or
concerns the trainee may have.

• On average, each mentor assignment lasts between 60 to 
90 days; however, the length of time may vary based on indi-
vidual trainee needs.

• The mentor completes observations and evaluations and
submits the documents to the Training Coordinator.

• The mentor also works as part of a team to solve specific
operations-related problems and recommend changes
where necessary.

• Mentors receive a seven percent pay increase during the
assignment period.

• Mentors are recognized as special by the “RIDE Mentor”
lapel pin they wear.

• Supervisors monitor the trainee’s performance and enter
any observations they find in a shared confidential log. At
the end of the trainee’s probationary period, he or she
meets with the Training Coordinator, the trainee’s super-
visor, and the Director of Operations for a final interview,
bringing to close the formal training program. At this
meeting the trainee is retained or discharged based on
their performance during the probationary period. If 
performance concerns exist and the decision is to retain
the employee, additional training is scheduled with the
assigned mentor.

The program is successful because of a number of factors:
(1) mentors are veteran operators with exemplary records
and are well prepared for the mentoring role; (2) mentors are
recognized for their contributions with the special lapel pin;
(3) a formal contracting and evaluation process is the foun-
dation of the program; and (4) confidentiality that is main-
tained between the operator and mentor creates a bond of
caring and concern between the two individuals.
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As noted in Chapter 3, a number of transit systems across
the country have operated ADA complementary and fixed-route
transit services with an integrated vehicle operator workforce.
In some cases, they have also achieved wage parity for opera-
tors assigned to each mode. Other transit systems are consid-
ering workforce integration and wage parity as a way to address
ADA paratransit vehicle operator workforce issues.

As part of this study, targeted research was conducted for sev-
eral selected systems that have achieved or are moving toward
workforce integration and wage parity. The research method-
ology is first presented. Next, the salient experiences of the
systems are discussed by topic. The report concludes by pre-
senting the experiences of four systems in detail as case studies.
A table that lists basic information about the systems involved
in the study is provided at the end of this chapter. The protocol
and interview form used to collect information from systems
is also included as Appendix D.

While the systems contacted had varying experiences, all
spoke favorably of the decision to institute workforce integra-
tion and/or wage parity. For these systems, the benefits from the
change outweighed the associated costs and challenges. In some
cases, systems reported significant performance improvements
and cost savings, belying the view held by some in the transit
industry that the benefits of integration and wage parity come
only at a financial cost. These experiences suggest that insti-
tuting workforce integration and wage parity, done correctly,
is a “win-win” change for transit systems, operators, and riders
with disabilities. Systems that have already made such a change
are important resources for thinking about and instituting
these changes in new contexts.

While workforce integration and wage parity are not neces-
sarily linked, the majority of the systems interviewed had insti-
tuted both to some degree. Although many systems reported
similar experiences and broad themes emerged, the research
uncovered a great deal of diversity in terms of workforce struc-
ture and the reasons for instituting workforce integration
and/or wage parity. No system reported conducting any formal

analysis of the benefits of changing to wage equity or an inte-
grated workforce. In fact, some respondents reported their sys-
tems began with these features, and others made the change
decades ago and did not track the benefits over time. The study’s
key findings include the following:

• Systems consistently reported a number of general benefits
that came with workforce integration and wage parity. Ben-
efits reported include the ability to cut overtime and contrac-
tor costs, a more satisfied union, better run coverage, fewer
rider complaints, a stable workforce with low rates of absen-
teeism, and increased disability sensitivity among operators.

• Although some services cited financial benefits as a major
reason for the move to workforce integration and/or wage
parity, they also frequently said the commitments of local
politicians or board members, complaints about contractor-
provided service, and union demands were reasons for the
change.

• Systems often noted that operating costs increased when
paratransit was brought in-house and wages were equalized.
In the case of several services, however, respondents cited
long-term cost savings due to improved productivity, in
addition to expected benefits like efficiency, run coverage,
workforce morale, and customer satisfaction.

• The fact that workforce integration and wage parity often
occurred simultaneous with the shift from contracted
service to in-house service makes it difficult to isolate the
benefits that can be exclusively attributed to workforce
integration/wage parity.

• Most systems saw union-related benefits that followed
from workforce integration and/or wage parity, or at least
the absence of significant union-related problems or issues.

• Systems reported that their initial training period is shared
for all operators, with additional training for specialized
runs. When bringing paratransit in-house, systems generally
modified training curricula to address the unique nature of
both paratransit and fixed-route runs.

C H A P T E R  9

Benefits and Issues Related to Workforce 
Integration and Wage Parity
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• Among services that have an integrated workforce, there is
a continuum of degrees of integration and a variety of pos-
sibilities of organizing such a workforce.

• Operator bidding preferences do not appear to compli-
cate service provision or generate more than a minimal and
expected level of frustration about desirable runs.

Methodology

The research began with the national survey results, which
included data on 22 transit systems that had instituted, par-
tially or completely, workforce integration and/or wage parity.
Follow-up contact was successful with 20 of the 22 national
survey respondents. Of these, it was learned that two did not
in fact have integrated workforces and had not achieved wage
parity. One additional system, which was identified by the
research team after the survey was completed, was added to
this sample. A total of 19 systems were therefore studied.

A list of questions was developed that examined each sys-
tem’s experiences with workforce integration and/or wage
parity and verified information collected in the initial survey.
The questions focused on topics including operator aware-
ness of the needs of riders with disabilities, union issues, and
the motivations behind instituting workforce integration and/
or wage parity. A copy of the questions and interview protocol
is provided as Appendix D.

In advance of each interview, participants were e-mailed a
list of questions to be discussed in order to give them time to
acquire the information as needed. Using the list of questions
as a guide, semi-structured telephone interviews were then con-
ducted, with follow-up calls and e-mails as needed. The data
from the national survey plus the follow-up survey and inter-
views were then analyzed for themes and findings. Table 9-1
provides a profile and general information of all 19 systems
studied.

The following sections present the main themes and findings
identified by the research. The experiences of several systems
that were particularly salient are then presented as case studies.

Reasons for Workforce Integration
and Wage Parity

All of the systems with wage parity and an integrated work-
force reported that the decision to equalize pay was made
along with, or soon after, the decision to integrate the work-
force. The systems with some form of integrated workforce
fell into two broad categories, those that brought paratransit
in-house following a period of time when it was contracted
out, and those that started providing paratransit services in-
house at the same time as fixed-route services. Roughly half
of the services interviewed made the change in the last 10 years.
Several other services equalized wages and integrated work-

forces prior to the ADA, including Citibus, Lubbock, TX
(1976); Pierce Transit, Tacoma, WA (1981); and CamTran,
Johnstown, PA (1986).

Respondents reported a number of standard reasons for
instituting wage parity and an integrated workforce. These
include a concern with the efficient use of resources on the
part of local politicians or the transit agency itself; recognition
of the comparable level of effort and skill required for opera-
tors in both modes; frequent complaints about service pro-
vided by a contractor; factors that made it easier for the service
to simply operate paratransit in-house like the absence of qual-
ified potential bidders or a relatively small service; union
demands; and a management or board commitment to equal
pay as a matter of fairness.

Specific systems that made changes toward workforce inte-
gration and wage parity cited the following reasons:

• Research Triangle Regional Public Transportation (Triangle
Transit), Morrisville, NC, formerly provided only com-
muter service. But in expanding to an all-day service, the
system was required to provide paratransit, which began in
2002. Because Triangle Transit was responsible for a rela-
tively small service (6 paratransit operators), it seemed
easier to operate in-house and train all operators together
than to attempt to contract or train them separately.

• Lawton Area Transit Service (LATS), Lawton, OK, took
over the paratransit service in 2002 from a local contractor.
The contractor’s performance was consistently unsatisfac-
tory, oversight was problematic, and rider complaints were
frequent. In taking paratransit in-house, LATS opted to
pay paratransit operators $.50 more per hour because man-
agement believed that the job was more demanding than
fixed route.

• Nashville Metropolitan Transit Authority, Nashville, TN,
equalized pay and integrated its workforce in 2003. In doing
so, the system attempted to satisfy union demands for higher
paratransit pay while creating a larger, more flexible pool
of operators to improve run coverage.

• Muncie Indiana Transit System (MITS), Muncie, IN, began
cross-training its operators on both paratransit and fixed-
route services in the mid-to-late 1990s in order to save
money by reducing the need for overtime with a more flex-
ible extraboard. MITS had operated fixed route and para-
transit in-house since 1982 when the system took over a
senior citizens service.

Costs and Benefits of Workforce
Integration and Wage Parity

In general, respondents noted that operating costs increased
when paratransit was brought in-house and when wages were
equalized. Systems typically did not alter benefit packages
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Turnover

Name

Paratransit 
Vehicle 
Operators

Fixed 
Route 
Operators Notes:

Annual 
Turnover Rate TrainingTraining StartingStarting MaxMax

Paratransit 
Cost/Trip

Paratransit 
Cost/Hour Notes

LATS 4 33% $7.75 $10.25 $15.25 $7.75 $9.75 $14.75 $11.44 $27.55

Triangle Transit 6 none 0% $12.00 $12.00 $20.14 $12.00 $12.00 $20.14 $39.25 $68.84

CamTran 6 10

These figures are based on 
operator trends, since they 
can bid on paratransit or 
other modes. CamTran also 
operates a Metro fixed 
route service with 44 
operators. 0% $8.50 $11.95 $15.93 $8.50 $11.95 $15.93 $56.49

Metro fixed 
route operators 
have a max 
pay of 
$18.31/hour

MITS 11 37 0% $7.25 $11.84 $16.92 $7.25 $12.32 $17.60 $20.08 $61.92

MARTA 125 10% $11.23 $11.23 $14.62 $13.68 $13.68 $19.54

Pierce Transit 53 553

A section of the paratransit 
service, not included here, 
is contracted out. 0% $14.19 $15.77 $23.74 $14.19 $15.77 $23.74 $20.00 $40.04

Link Transit 82

All drivers operate both, 
with daily pull-out of 14-15 
paratransit vans 18.3% $11.00 $14.50 $20.00 $11.00 $14.50 $20.00 $26.35 $78.77

CDTA 51 Plus 22 taxi cabs* 10% $10.00 $13.07 $18.67

Citibus 21 34

Extra Board Operators are 
full time and work in all 
departments 5% $9.50 $10.50 $15.00 $9.50 $10.50 $15.00 $23.26 $58.07

Hourly wages for paratransit 
vehicle operators

Workforce Size
Hourly wages for fixed route  
vehicle operators

Costs

Table 9-1. Systems that have achieved or are working toward workforce integration and wage parity.

(continued on next page)
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Annapolis Transit 35

Route deviation service 
fulfills paratransit 
responsibilities; 30 
operators have served on 40% $11.00 $11.50 $17.00 $11.00 $11.50 $17.00

Metro RTA 7

7

6

8

3 203

Incls. 12 Special Services 
Operator: part-time 
paratransit operators at 
fixed wage, $10.68 8.3% $10.68 $12.92 $21.53 $10.68 $12.92 $21.53

$29.72 on 
buses, 
$15.78 on 
cabs

San Joaquin RTD 8 105

There are 75 County 
operators and 104 Metro 
operators $10.88 $13.93 $17.42 $10.88 $13.93 $23.22

Wages split by
Metro and 
County Service,
not paratransit 
and fixed route

MATA/MTM 9 260 28% $9.00 $12.00 $14.63 $12.00 $14.63 $19.81 $18.00 $32.00

PRN 65 21.54% $7.15 $8.15 $11.15 $7.15 $8.15 $9.15

Veolia Transportation (Irvine) 522 16.66% $9.00 $10.75 $14.06 $9.00 $10.75 $14.06

Veolia Transporation (DART) 320 45 48% $10.00 $10.50 $14.41 $10.00 $10.50 $14.41 $41.33 $58.42
Respondent 
could not verify

Merced County Transit 24 20.83% $8.00 $10.45 $14.25 $8.00 $10.45 $14.25

Nashville Metro. Transit Authority

Total workforce 300, and 
292 operators perform 
fixed route and paratransit 12.00% $11.92 $11.92 $18.90 $11.92 $11.92 $18.90 $19.53 $44.31

UTA 2 860
Wage parity will be 
instituted in July 2009 $14.10 $18.24 $14.10 $18.24

Turnover

Name

Paratransit 
Vehicle 
Operators

Fixed 
Route 
Operators Notes:

Annual 
Turnover Rate TrainingTraining StartingStarting MaxMax

Paratransit 
Cost/Trip

Paratransit 
Cost/Hour Notes

Hourly wages for paratransit 
vehicle operators

Workforce Size
Hourly wages for fixed route  
vehicle operators

Costs

Table 9-1. (Continued).
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when bringing paratransit in-house and integrating the
workforce but rather extended those packages to paratransit
operators.

Few services were able to provide data that accounts 
for the cost and performance impact of the change. Several
notable exceptions, however, reported that the change to
an integrated workforce and wage parity reduced cost per
trip or improved performance, sometimes dramatically.
Chelan-Douglas Public Transit Benefit Area (Link Tran-
sit), Wenatchee, WA, and City of Annapolis Department of
Transportation (Annapolis Transit), Annapolis, MD, both
reported performance improvements—with decreased cost
per trip for the former and increased ridership for the latter.
Both are discussed in case studies below. The respondent
for Lawton Transit Management, Inc. (LATS), Lawton, OK,
noted that cost per trip dropped from roughly $15 per hour to
$11.44 per hour, an accomplishment that is notable because
LATS opted to pay its paratransit operators $.50 more per
hour than fixed-route operators. As the LATS respondent
noted:

We decided to pay paratransit a little more because it’s a more
hands-on, more stressful, more demanding position. Operators
need to [stand up] for each pick-up. This extra payment has
helped with morale.

Similarly, the respondent for MITS explained that cross-
training its operators saved the system money by increasing
the flexibility of the extra-board and reducing the need for
overtime; this remained true even after the system equalized
pay between fixed-route and paratransit operators.

In addition to these specific increases in ridership and/or
productivity, system respondents consistently reported a num-
ber of general benefits that came with workforce integration
and workforce parity. These include the following:

• Cutting overtime and/or contractor costs;
• A more satisfied union and/or workforce because of the

elimination of wage disparities within the workforce;
• A more flexible pool of workers in terms of run coverage

(for example, operators may cover both modes on the
same day);

• The ability to pull operators from the pool of paratransit 
or fixed-route operators to cover runs on the other mode
because operators are cross-trained;

• The ability to more easily cover emergency pickups; and
• Fewer rider complaints due to greater workforce oversight

and/or a workforce that is trained on both fixed route and
paratransit and thus more sensitive to the needs of people
with disabilities.

Union Issues

The majority of the systems (16 out of 22 respondents to
the national survey) had unionized paratransit workforces.
In follow-up interviews, the majority of participants cited
union-related benefits that followed from workforce integra-
tion and/or wage parity or at least the absence of significant
problems. Several services reported initial opposition from
fixed-route operators in the union who feared that instituting
wage parity would negatively affect their pay (including Utah
Transit Authority, discussed in a case study below). The range
of experiences with unions includes the following:

• Nashville Metropolitan Transit Authority reported the deci-
sion to equalize wages and integrate the workforce was made
in collaboration with the union, a move which resulted in
a “big improvement” in operator morale as well as run
coverage.

• Link Transit noted problems in bringing paratransit in-
house: three-quarters of the staff from the former para-
transit provider joined the system but lost their seniority 
in run-selection because the contract defined seniority by
Link application date. Even though such operators were
making higher wages, they had lost a significant degree of
authority. This created some staff resentment.

• A new union representative with MATA/MTM in Mem-
phis, TN, pushed for a progressive wage scale and more
equal paratransit and fixed-route wages. Despite some
resistance from fixed-route operators who had previously
been paratransit operators, management and the union
struck a deal in July 2008. As of May 2009, paratransit pay
was commensurate with the 2nd tier of fixed-route pay. In
the process of negotiations with the union, paratransit
operators’ “transfer rights” to fixed route were eliminated.
Prior to July 2008, all paratransit operators made the same
pay and had the right to transfer to fixed route after 2 years,
even in cases of poor performance. MATA/MTM manage-
ment agreed that higher pay would attract more qualified
paratransit operators who would stay longer especially
after the transfer rights were eliminated. Management now
reviews all paratransit operators who apply to work fixed
route. Both the union and the MATA/MTM respondents
report a much more content paratransit workforce.

Varieties of Integration

Among services that have an integrated workforce, there is a
continuum of degrees of integration and a variety of possibili-
ties of organizing such a workforce. All but two of the systems
with wage parity and workforce integration—Triangle Transit,
Morrisville, NC, and LATS, Lawton, OK—let operators bid for
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runs by seniority. These two exceptions have relatively small
paratransit workforces (4 and 6 operators) that are distinct
from the fixed-route workforces. Generally, these operators
work only one mode, and there is little regular cross-over. But
in the case of both systems, managers are able to draw on the
paratransit operators to cover fixed-route runs as needed.

The remaining services employ a diverse set of arrangements
to structure their integrated workforces. Services including
Metro RTD in Akron, OH, and CamTran in Johnstown, PA,
maintain separate urban and rural services with a pay differ-
ential determined by bus size. Across this diversity, operator
bidding preferences do not appear to complicate service pro-
vision or generate more than a minimal and expected level of
frustration over desirable runs. A number of systems noted
that operators often tend to prefer either paratransit or fixed-
route runs and consistently bid for them. Some respondents
noted that paratransit presented an attractive bidding option
because of the convenience of a fixed schedule. In the case of
Pierce Transit in Tacoma, WA, the paratransit service that
complements fixed-route evening hours is provided by a con-
tractor. As a result, the more convenient service hours of the
in-house paratransit program, which also has wage parity, is
so popular that operators must have at least 10 years senior-
ity to have a chance of securing a paratransit run. In another
example of how characteristics of the paratransit program
may keep operators loyal to that program when wages are
equalized, City Access (Lubbock, TX) operators prefer para-
transit because it does not operate with split shifts the way
fixed route does.

The following are several examples of the diverse possible
arrangements for workforce integration (others are discussed
as case studies):

• Among the roughly 300 operators in the Nashville Metro-
politan Transit Authority workforce, 292 perform both
paratransit and fixed-route service. Depending on the bid,
operators may cover a fixed-route run or may cover a split-
service package that includes both paratransit and fixed-
route coverage. Nine operators cover only paratransit runs
as a result of a “grandfather clause” agreement reached with
the union.

• Metro Regional Transit Authority (Metro RTA) in Akron,
OH, has 203 fixed-route and paratransit operators. Through
four yearly sign-ups, operators may bid for base runs on
the fixed route and paratransit modes; extraboard service;
vacation coverage (where they fill in for operators on vaca-
tion); or split-service packages. In addition to the regular
operators, the agency employs 12 Special Service Operators
(SSOs). SSOs drive small buses and are not required to
have a CDL. They cover only paratransit routes, work part-
time, and make a fixed wage that is less than the wage of
regular operators (starting wages of $10.68/hour versus

$12.92/hour). SSOs have the option of moving into full-
time employment but roughly half have no interest in
doing so.

• A private for-profit contractor, Veolia Transportation in
Dallas, TX, employs 320 paratransit operators and 45 fixed-
route operators under a pilot program called Innovative
Services which offers on-call drop-off service at fixed points
within a zone. Operators are trained for 3 weeks to drive
paratransit and may seek additional training of 2 weeks per
zone to drive Innovative Services which uses paratransit
vehicles.

Training

Systems with integrated workforces and wage parity begin
with a shared training period for all operators. When bring-
ing paratransit in-house, systems in the study sample gener-
ally modified training curricula to address the unique nature
of both paratransit and fixed-route runs. Annapolis Tran-
sit reported the curriculum was expanded to include more
awareness training about riders with disabilities, as well as
information on ADA requirements and how to board riders
who use wheelchairs. The Nashville Metropolitan Transit
Authority extended its training period by one week to prepare
operators for expanded service.

Several of these systems also require additional training for
operators who wish to cover specialized runs. Veolia of Dal-
las, for example, trains all operators for 3 weeks to cover para-
transit runs then requires an additional 2 weeks of training for
each zone an operator might work on the fixed-route service
(as stated previously). Conversely, Triangle Transit trains its
operators together, with an additional 2 weeks for paratransit
operators, who may be pulled to cover fixed-route runs as
needed. Respondents frequently noted such shared training
benefits the system as a whole. The respondent from Metro
RTA summarizes this perspective: “Operators are trained
about all aspects of service. That means folks who have come
in from fixed route can be sent out to make emergency para-
transit pickups. This works to Metro RTA’s advantage.”

Case Studies

The following more detailed case studies describe the expe-
riences of four systems that instituted wage parity and/or
workforce integration.

Instituting Full Workforce Integration and
Wage Parity: Chelan-Douglas Public Transit
Benefit Area (Link Transit), Wenatchee, WA

Link Transit began operations in 1991. During the first 
4 years of operations, a local senior services non-profit pro-
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vided ADA paratransit service. Because of complaints about
the quality of the service, Link put the paratransit contract
out for bid. Two contractors were interested, but reportedly
were unable to compete for the contract because they could
not secure appropriately-zoned land for an operations base and
did not want to use a Link facility. After the lack of response
from potential contractors, Link staff members approached
the organization’s board and recommended paratransit ser-
vice be brought in-house, although without wage parity. Sev-
eral board members, however, argued for wage parity for the
benefit of the operators. When paratransit was brought in-
house, roughly three-quarters of the senior services non-profit’s
staff joined, all of whom were operators rather than managers.
In advance of taking over paratransit service in January 1996,
Link purchased new software, radio systems, and vehicles.
Matching state funds from a now-repealed tax supported this
transition.

Link management decided to train paratransit operators
using the fixed-route training program in order to instill a
“guest service” (Disney model) attitude toward riders. Fol-
lowing the decision for wage parity and a shared training pro-
gram, management then opted to integrate the workforce. As
the respondent noted, “Once they’d trained them and paid
them equally, they said, why not intermix the two workforces?
It wasn’t a conscious decision, but done in order to get the cul-
ture they wanted.” Today Link has 60 full-time and roughly
20 part-time operators. Operators bid for runs based on sen-
iority; some of these runs are mixed, but the majority is either
fixed route or paratransit. Link reports operators tend to select
runs based more on hours and days than whether the run is
paratransit or fixed route.

The Link respondent noted the decision to integrate the
workforces and institute wage parity presented some chal-
lenges. Today, there is some frustration with changing work
assignments and split shifts, as well as some lasting resent-
ment for the loss of seniority by operators who joined from
the non-profit, because this affected their schedules. In addi-
tion, when Link opted to institute wage parity while bringing
paratransit in-house, the system saw a large jump in hourly
operating expenses. In 1995, the maximum wages of fixed-
route operators was $12.95/hour, while it was $5.50/hour for
paratransit operators. The current maximum wage is $20/hour,
and Link reports the total cost per revenue hour is $78.77, up
from $45 per hour in 1995. There was an initial cost increase
of between 30 and 40 percent per hour when paratransit was
brought in-house.

Over time, however, Link reports that benefits have out-
weighed the costs. With higher wages, turnover rates among
paratransit operators dropped early on after the change. The
long-term advantages—the workforce’s efficiency, stability,
and longevity—are reflected in the system’s performance sta-
tistics. Despite a cost per hour that is high for the State of

Washington, the cost per passenger is reportedly the lowest
($26.35). The average staff tenure is 13 years, and the respon-
dent reports high job satisfaction. Paratransit service produc-
tivity is between 3.2 and 3.4 passengers per hour, despite a
large service area of 3,500 square miles; the respondent related,
“the stable work force means that operators don’t get lost.”
The system reports an on-time performance of 94% and no
more than one paratransit complaint per month in the past
year. Absenteeism remains very low, with only 200 missed
days for 80 operators last year. Among the roughly 300 daily
trips, runs are rarely dropped because of a broad extraboard.
In evaluating whether to contract paratransit service out again,
Link has determined that the in-house efficiency is so high that
it eliminates the cost of recruiting and training and generates
a relatively low cost per passenger. Finally, the Link respon-
dent reports that 25 percent of its paratransit passengers have
moved to fixed route in the past 7 years. In large part, this is
due to marketing and the fact that riders know fixed-route
operators from their experience on paratransit, where they
learn to attend to riders’ unique needs.

Integration of an Alternative to Paratransit:
The City of Annapolis Department of
Transportation (Annapolis Transit),
Annapolis, MD

Annapolis Transit provides a route deviation service,
known as the Brown Route. People with disabilities and older
adults pay $0.50 (half the fixed-route fare) if they catch the
Brown Route at a bus stop, and $2 if they wish to travel on a
demand-response curbside basis. Most people who are able
choose the bus stop for financial and spontaneity reasons.

Wage parity and workforce integration were both instituted
18 years ago when the City brought in-house the program that
had been operated by the Office on Aging. With three vehicles
in the fleet, the Office’s program employed three operators
and a supervisor. With the change, the Office on Aging employ-
ees all came to work for the City’s Transportation Depart-
ment. Previously, the operators had been paid for the time
that they were not driving (e.g., while waiting for riders who
were attending programs). At the time of the change, opera-
tors’ wages were increased, as were their work demands, since
they were put in operation throughout the day and service
hours were extended from 6 pm to 8 pm daily.

Initially, the shift was opposed by the head of the Office on
Aging, but the Mayor was a driving force. He was concerned
about the unproductive use of resources. Within one year
after the Office on Aging program was brought under the aus-
pices of Annapolis Transit, ridership increased from 16,000
to 26,000. Ridership continued to expand to the current level
of over 200,000 annual trips. Such an increase was the result
of two factors. First was the increase in service span despite
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only a minor increase in operators from three to five and no
increase in vehicles. Second was the substantial increase in
productivity that resulted from serving Annapolis riders who
needed rides throughout the day. Augmenting this increase
in productivity, the city provides some support to a volunteer
driver program to serve individuals who need door-to-door
transportation. According to the Annapolis Transit respon-
dent, general service quality did not change after the shift,
except that the newer vehicles provided a more comfortable
ride, and added service hours gave riders more options.

Today, the agency bids all routes on an annual basis. There
is no extraboard. As a result, operators work overtime fairly
often because there are 13 paid holidays. Following the switch
to an integrated workforce, operator training was expanded
to include more passenger sensitivity training. All operators
are expected to be familiar with the ADA requirements and
how to board riders who use wheelchairs. Annapolis Transit’s
total workforce is 35, including regular fixed route operators.
At different times, 30 of these operators have chosen to oper-
ate the Brown Route. Five explicitly do not choose the route
because they would rather not provide the extra service
required to serve riders who use wheelchairs. Most experi-
enced operators are happy to drive the Brown Route; the
resistance comes from the newer operators. The system-wide
cost per hour is $37.25 for direct operating costs, with 49,462
out of 218,438 annual trips made for people with disabilities.
All full-time operators are represented by the same union.
According to the Annapolis Transit respondent, the union is
very pleased with the current arrangement because it has
resulted in more full-time employment for operators.

Partially Integrating the Workforce and
Equalizing Wages: San Joaquin Regional
Transit (San Joaquin RTD), Stockton, CA

San Joaquin RTD took its ADA paratransit service in-house
in 2002. Prior to that year, it had been operated by a contrac-
tor. During the time when the service was contracted, mem-
bers of the disability community complained to the mayor
and city council that buses frequently missed pickups, leaving
people stranded. RTD administrators tried to work with the
contractor to address these issues, but after several months
with little improvement, RTD decided to cancel the contract.
When the ADA service problems became apparent, RTD had
just hired a new assistant general manager who was eager to
improve the ADA service. She was soon promoted to general
manager/CEO, and in her new position, she put in place
improvements that ensured RTD would deliver highly reliable
ADA service.

The county service was awarded to RTD in 1994 under
enabling legislation that required that services be put out to
bid at least once every 5 years. In 2000, during collective bar-

gaining with the union that represented RTD operators, the
union agreed to include ADA paratransit services in a Mem-
orandum of Understanding (MOU) that covered the county
services. When RTD put the county and ADA services out for
bid in 2004, there were no bidders and the services continued
to be operated by RTD.

San Joaquin RTD oversees two service divisions—Stockton’s
fixed-route metro services including BRT and San Joaquin
County services. There are 104 urban fixed-route operators
and 68 county operators, a figure that includes about 20 para-
transit operators at any given time, depending on run selec-
tion. ADA paratransit service in Stockton is grouped under the
county services through the Collective Bargaining Agreement.
In addition to the ADA complementary paratransit service
for the Stockton metropolitan area, RTD’s County operation
includes county-wide general public Dial-a-Ride, deviated
fixed-route service for unincorporated areas, an interregional
commuter service, and intercity fixed-route service. All county
services are operated at a different site and at three-quarters
pay of the Stockton municipal services. The top hourly pay for
the municipal services is $23.22, while the top rate for county
services is $17.42. The county training wage is $10.88, and
starting pay after completion of training is $13.93. This pay
differential is summarized in a MOU with the union. The
workforces of all county services are integrated and have wage
parity. One-third of the paratransit operators are on Dial-a-
Ride, while the other two-thirds assist in covering other runs
as needed. All operators receive the same training, and the
benefits packages of both fixed route and county are almost
identical. When there is an operator opening in the metro ser-
vice, county operators may bid by seniority on that opening,
where they would have a higher pay rate. The system respon-
dent noted that some county operators prefer to stay within
the county services, however, in order to keep seniority, or
because they enjoy Dial-a-Ride service.

As a result of an integrated county services workforce, the
system can more easily and efficiently cover all runs, includ-
ing periods when multiple operators take vacations. In an
emergency, supervisors are also trained to make pickups. The
system respondent notes that, in general, fixed-route and
paratransit operators are more knowledgeable and produc-
tive because of their experiences with multiple modes. The
respondent added that having a variety of operators serve on
ADA paratransit runs has increased their sensitivity to people
with disabilities.

The Dynamics of Recently Instituting Wage
Parity: Utah Transit Authority (UTA), 
Salt Lake City, UT

UTA has been in a 30-month planning process to equal-
ize fixed-route and paratransit operator wages and benefits.
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This change, which will equalize the maximum wage rate to
$18.24 per hour for both fixed-route and paratransit opera-
tors, was expected to be fully implemented in July 2009. At the
time of the interview—the Spring of 2009—UTA’s workforce
of 806 fixed route and paratransit operators was not inte-
grated. Job openings in all modes are posted, and agency staff
members are given priority over applications from outside.

Management supported the decision to equalize wages,
which came about as a result of a number of factors. Paratran-
sit operators complained that they felt the wage differential
reflected a lack of respect for the work that they perform. At
the time that wage parity was being considered, paratransit
ridership decreased due to implementation of a package of
improvements that included in-person eligibility assessments,
free fixed-route fares for paratransit registrants, travel train-
ing, and feeder service. These measures led to a slight improve-
ment in paratransit efficiency, from 3.0 trips per hour in 2005
to 3.14 in 2007 to close to 3.3 in 2008. However, even this
small increase in efficiency allowed UTA to reduce its para-

transit workforce from 106 to 82 thus enabling the agency to
assume the costs from increased wages.

The union was initially resistant because of concern that par-
ity would result in a reduction in fixed-route operator wages.
But a progressive union representative helped to persuade
union membership that the change was a positive develop-
ment. The union president at the time when this change was
first proposed was very supportive of wage parity, arguing that
all operators should be treated equally and fairly. While his
views were initially unpopular among many of the fixed-route
operators, this has gradually shifted over time. A union respon-
dent said that at this point, only a minority of operators oppose
the impending change. UTA’s union respondent suggested
that other agencies considering such a move should involve
fixed-route operators early on in the discussion as a way of
building support. When the decision was made to include wage
parity in the forthcoming contract, “morale shot up” among
paratransit operators, and two fixed route operators have
already shifted to paratransit in anticipation of the move.
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It has been estimated that between 70% and 90% of ADA
paratransit programs use one or more contracted operators.
Some systems also use contractors to perform reservations
and scheduling and sometimes the dispatch function as well;
depending on the contractual arrangements and relation-
ships, these can be part of a turn-key operation contract or
could be a contract for call center management or brokerage
management services, with separate contracts for operations.
Because the use of contractors for ADA paratransit is so pre-
dominant, the ways in which contractors are procured bears
examination relative to their impact on the recruitment and
retention of operators.

Some transit agencies include in their procurement docu-
ments (RFP, sample contract) terms and/or requirements that
result in effective operator recruitment and a low turnover rate.
For example, some transit agencies have developed procure-
ment documents that specify a minimum vehicle operator
wage rate or “livable wage rate” or even a “competitive wage
rate.” Moreover, some transit agencies have asked in their RFP
for proposers to provide detailed information about wage rates
and the fringe benefits that are available to operators. These
agencies have discovered that it is not sufficient to question
whether or not a proposer offers health care coverage to its
employees, which only tells half the story; a follow-up and
more illuminating question asks for the percentage of health
care premiums that the employee must contribute. For exam-
ple, if the percentage contribution is unrealistically high for an
employee, health insurance effectively becomes unattainable.

Other transit agencies in their procurement documents have
emphasized the importance of operator recruitment and the
retention of a stable work force in a more circuitous manner by
(1) including evaluation criteria and/or bonuses paid to the
contractor for achieving a certain level of operator retention
and/or (2) requiring or providing bonuses for 100% pull-out
coverage.

By including such terms, these transit agencies are working
to discourage the submission of proposals that include low

operator wages, which are too often a casualty of the compet-
itive bidding process. The goal is to generate competitive cost
proposals that also accurately reflect competitive vehicle oper-
ator wage rates and fringe benefits and result in a more stable
vehicle operator workforce.

The objective of this portion of the research was to collect best
practice examples of procurement documents that directly or
indirectly resulted in a fair vehicle operator compensation pack-
age and to determine how positively those strategies effected
operator recruitment and retention.

Approach and Methodology

The first step in the research was to identify transit systems
who indicated in the national survey that they crafted their pro-
curement documents to contain one or more of the following
provisions:

• Statements that a stable, experienced operator workforce
was expected, along with evaluation criteria that put more
weight on proposals that include effective vehicle operator
recruitment and retention efforts or which otherwise evi-
dence how this is to be achieved.

• Requirements to provide detailed information about spe-
cific operator recruitment and retention activities and the
associated level of effort and cost specific to each effort.

• Requirements for a minimum operator wage rate or “living
wage” or favorable or competitive operator wages rates,
along with additional requirements to provide details of the
operator wage rates, including training wage rates, starting
wage rates, and maximum wage rates per vehicle type if
appropriate for each year of the contract.

• Requirements to provide detailed cost information or
assumptions about the levels of fringe benefits provided
and the required employee percentage of contributions for
health care insurance for each category of employee (single,
married, family, etc.).

C H A P T E R  1 0
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• Requirements to provide total and average operator wages
and fringe, and the assumptions upon which that total cost
is based, e.g., number of full-time and part-time operators,
average shift lengths, total service hours by operator type
and how that was calculated, and total operator pay hours
by operator type and how that was calculated.

• Requirements to achieve certain standards for operator
retainage (or turnover) and/or to maintain a sufficient oper-
ator work force or surrogate measure, such as achieving
a certain standard for pull-out coverage; as part of this
requirement, the specification of bonus payments for achiev-
ing these standards or penalties for not achieving these
standards.

Among the respondents to the national survey, 26 public
transit/paratransit agencies indicated that they included such
language in their RFPs and contracts, and 14 of these 26 agen-
cies indicated that they had had moderate or good success as
a result. These 14 systems and the success indicated are shown
in Table 10-1. The following summarizes those results:

• Eleven agencies reported moderate or good success with
conveying that a stable and experienced work force was
expected. Of these, ten stated that this was mentioned in
the RFP, and seven stated that they included this as an eval-
uation criterion in rating the proposals.

• Seven agencies indicated moderate or good success with
the inclusion of a living or minimum wage standard.

• Nine agencies indicated moderate or good success with
incentives and penalties related to maintaining an adequate
workforce and/or covering runs.

Follow-up contact was made with these 14 agencies to
obtain more detailed information. Follow-up contact focused
on the following:

• Determining whether any measurable improvements to
service could be traced to the procurement/contractual
provisions;

• Obtaining procurement/contract documents to get the
exact language used (or point systems used in the case of
evaluation criteria); and

• Discussing their perspectives and experiences with these
strategies.

An attempt was made to also interview one contractor
from each system to get a contractor perspective on the pro-
curement process or contract provisions.

Thirteen of the 14 agencies responded, and detailed infor-
mation was gathered from 12 of these systems. The research
team was able to obtain a contractor perspective for 11 of the
12 systems contacted. Information from 11 of the systems
contacted is included in the mini case studies below.

Lessons Learned

The data obtained in this study provided a strong and com-
pelling case for the positive effect that certain ADA paratransit
contractor procurement and contract provisions have on oper-
ator recruitment and retention of the paratransit contractors.
The following are lessons learned:

• Transit agencies that included clear expectations of a stable,
experienced operator workforce in their RFPs often did
report lower rates of operator turnover. The language in the
RFPs did appear to encourage potential bidders to improve
compensation and focus more on efforts to maintain a sta-
ble operator workforce. In most cases, performance penal-
ties did not have to be imposed because compliance with
goals and contract provisions was achieved.

• Operator compensation stands out as the key determining
factor of operator recruitment and retention. Even in areas
without a municipal living wage ordinance, it was found that
contractors who paid more per hour than lower-paying
companies tended to see a reduction in turnover. Other
efforts, implemented along with wage increases were also
reported to achieve lower turnover.

• Contractors who were able to evidence in their proposals a
successful track record of operator retention in their pro-
posals claim to encounter minimal challenges in securing
contracts and in implementing new contracts. At the same
time, those agencies that did not include such expectation
or requirement in their RFPs claim to value this experience
when selecting a bidder.

• The comparative importance of cost versus service quality
varied somewhat amongst transit agencies as an evaluation
criterion, though it is important to note that the agencies
valuing service quality over cost consistently reported high
satisfaction with their operating contractor(s). For many
procurements, the evaluation process is conducted in two
independent phases: first a technical evaluation and then a
price evaluation; and in at least one case, the two phases were
undertaken by two different evaluation committees.

• Decreases in operator turnover rates and increases in ser-
vice productivity were reported by agencies that selected
contractors which evidenced competitive compensation
packages and a commitment to maintaining a well-trained,
experienced operator workforce. One agency was able to
more than double its number of service hours provided as
a result of the contractors’ ability to maintain operators
who were capable of meeting an increased level of service
demand.

Whether expressed in evaluation criteria or contractual
requirements, it is evident from the research that transit agen-
cies that recognize the benefits of using contractors that can
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City Transit Agency Living or Minimum 
Wage Standard in RFP 

Incentives and/or Penalties for Maintaining 
Adequate Workforce or Covering Runs Mentioned in RFP Evaluation Criteria 

Columbus, OH COTA Moderate 

Moderate 

Moderate Good 
Dallas, TX DART Moderate 

Moderate 

Good 

Denver, CO RTD access-a-Ride Good Good 

Good 

Good 
Everett, WA Community Transit 

Kalamazoo, MI Kalamazoo Metro Transit Good Good 
Los Angeles, CA Access Services 

Madison, WI Madison Metro Transit Moderate Good 

Good 
Nashville, TN Nashville MTA Moderate Moderate 

Moderate Orange County, CA OCTA Good 
Good 

Good 

Lake Worth, FL Palm Tran Good Moderate 
Phoenix, AZ Phoenix Public Transit Moderate 

Moderate 

Moderate 

Moderate 

Moderate 

Moderate 
San Diego, CA San Diego MTS Moderate Moderate 

San Mateo County, CA Redi-Wheels Good 
Seattle/King County, WA Access Transportation 

"Stable, Experienced Workforce" 

Table 10-1. TCRP project F-13 survey respondents indicating moderate or good success with operator recruitment/retainage as a result of
procurement/contractual provisions.
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attract and maintain a stable, experienced operator workforce
attract contractors who either share this recognition or who
modify their practices to achieve this goal.

The following case studies summarize the approaches taken
by 11 selected systems that were studied. Outcomes and expe-
riences, as well as a contractor perspective on the changes, are
provided.

Case Studies

Dallas Area Rapid Transit (DART), Dallas, TX

DART is the regional transit authority serving the Dallas
metropolitan area, including the city of Dallas and 12 sur-
rounding cities. DART has approximately 130 bus routes, 
45 miles of light rail transit (DART Rail), 75 freeway miles of
high occupancy vehicle (HOV) lanes, and an ADA paratran-
sit service. DART and the Fort Worth Transportation Author-
ity (the T) jointly operate 35 miles of commuter rail transit (the
Trinity Railway Express or TRE), linking downtown Dallas
and Fort Worth with stops in the mid-cities and DFW Inter-
national Airport.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

DART’s ADA paratransit service, called Paratransit, is
organized as follows: DART staffs a call center that includes
the reservations, scheduling and dispatch function for the
entire system. DART also provides staff for contract admin-
istration, eligibility certification, and customer service func-
tions. Veolia Transportation, under contract to DART, oper-
ates the service with a fleet of 186 vehicles supplied by DART.
The contract payment structure includes a monthly fixed
amount to cover fixed costs, a variable hourly rate for opera-
tions, plus reimbursement for tolls.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, DART reported that it had moderate success
with specifying a minimum wage rate in its procurement and
contract documents and significant success with liquidated
damages for uncovered runs. With respect to the minimum
wage requirement, DART staff stated the following:

We make it clear that we expect experienced, trained opera-
tors; by setting the bar high, we have a better chance securing
such a workforce through the contract. As a rule, happy people
make contented workers. A contented workforce makes good
decisions and they are reliable. Requiring the contractor to pro-
vide a minimum or living wage helps to ensure a more contented
workforce. Left to themselves, contractors will try to keep wages
as low as possible. This low rate will eventually cause personnel
to leave. The turnover rate increases and valuable experience and
skills are diluted or lost.

In DART’s solicitation, the two provisions related to the
workforce were the following:

Operators Minimum Wage Rates and Incentive Programs
All persons employed as operators for performance of this con-

tract or any subcontract hereunder shall be paid not less than
$10.00 per hour while in training. The minimum wage standard
imposed is a minimum and the Contractor is required to employ
a systematic evaluation program and benefit package designed to
encourage retention of well qualified and good performing oper-
ators for the duration of the contract. Toward this end, the Con-
tractor shall establish progressive wage increases beyond the train-
ing level and offer such increases to employees who successfully
graduate from the training program. Operators and mechanics
shall also be provided a minimum of three (3) sick days as part of
the benefit program. Failure to comply with this provision shall
constitute noncompliance with the terms of this contract.

Schedule of Liquidated Damages for Uncovered Runs
Liquidated damages in the amount of $350 per occurrence

shall be assessed for unavailability of operators or vehicles at
Contractor scheduled operator report/clock-in time.

The Contractor Perspective

The Regional Manager for Veolia Transportation and for-
mer General Manager for this contract felt that the minimum
wage rate/sick day provision has contributed more signifi-
cantly to operator retainage than the uncovered run provision.
He reported that competitive wage rates and benefits attract a
“higher-quality” job applicant which results in less voluntary
attrition, whereas the liquidated damages for uncovered runs
are more to ensure that operators depart on time.

Reported Results

The Regional manager reported that voluntary operator
attrition totals no more than five or less operators per year
since the RFP/contractual provision for minimum wage and
sick day benefits was instituted.

Denver Regional Transportation District
(RTD), Denver, CO

The Regional Transportation District (RTD) is the regional
transportation agency for the Denver metropolitan area. The
RTD has 140 local, express, and regional bus routes and six
light rail lines that provide 35 miles of light rail service. The
RTD also has three demand-response services: (1) call-n-
Ride, a general public dial-a-ride in several neighborhoods
that cannot sustain fixed-route bus service; (2) access-a-Ride,
its ADA paratransit services; and (3) access-a-Cab, a supple-
mental (non-ADA) taxi subsidy program that is available to
access-a-Ride customers.
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Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

RTD’s ADA paratransit service is organized as follows:
RTD contracts with First Transit to operate its paratransit call
center. As part of this contract, First Transit provides reser-
vations, scheduling, and dispatching services for access-a-
Ride, and reservations for access-a-Cab. RTD has separate
contracts with four different carriers to operate access-a-Ride
services in Denver: Global Transportation, MV Transporta-
tion, Special Transit, and Coach USA. Special Transit is also
contracted for service in Boulder, CO. The call center con-
tractor develops the daily schedules and transmits daily run
manifests to each of the contractors.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, RTD reported that it had had significant suc-
cess with (1) specific evaluation criteria for a stable experi-
enced workforce; (2) requiring proposers to provide wage
scales, and (3) specifying liquidated damages for uncovered
runs. With respect to these strategies, the RTD access-a-Ride
service manager attached the following note:

Points are assigned via the evaluation process for a range of
issues such as understanding and approach to the RFP, firm and
staff experience and costs. While we do not mandate specific
wages, we do identify current wage scales. Liquidated damages
and incentives are designed to motivate contractors to perform
within acceptable service standards.

The relevant provisions in RTD’s paratransit RFP are:

• Proposal Evaluation Criteria for Wage Rates. Proposers
who state that they will maintain (or increase) the current
wage scales are given points accordingly. Proposers who
state that their wage scales are below the current ones are
marked down. The purpose of this is to maintain a consis-
tency in the wage scale from one contract to the next. RTD
views this evaluation criterion as a significant contributor
to this goal, which in turn has contributed to low operator
attrition rates.

• Contract incentives and/or penalties related to maintain-
ing an adequate vehicle operator workforce or covering all
runs assigned. As a contract provision, RTD assesses a $500
fine for each uncovered run, whether it is a result of not
enough operators and/or not enough vehicles. On days
when there are an unexpected and large number of operator
call-outs, a carrier may not be able to cover all of the runs.
In this circumstance, RTD allows a carrier to re-distribute
trips from light runs to other runs where these trips might
fit. However, in some cases, this may not be possible, and the
carrier has no other choice but to give back the run. In this
case, a $500 fine is assessed per “give-back.” This provision
is thus an inducement for a carrier to size an extra board

correctly and for the carrier to have a back-up plan for call-
ing in operators willing to work overtime.

The Contractor Perspective

The Executive Director of Special Transit had a slightly dif-
ferent take on the provisions in the RTD’s procurement/
contractual document, indicating that the provisions had per-
haps less significant impact on vehicle operator recruitment
in actual practice but also acknowledging that the liquidated
damages for uncovered runs did provide an impetus for Spe-
cial Transit’s maintaining a sufficient roster of operators. She
stated that the challenge for Special Transit is to balance the
potential for liquidated damages against the cost of having
excess operators, since the Call Center contractor (First Tran-
sit) can cut runs at any time. She added that RTD’s practice
of providing transit passes to contractor operators (at no cost
to the operators) had a positive impact on Special Transit’s
ability to recruit and retain operators.

Reported Results

Special Transit reported an annualized operator turnover
rate of about 35% for its access-a-Ride service in Denver.
Interestingly, the Executive Director also reports a 0% turn-
over rate for its access-a-Ride operators in Boulder. She
attributed this dramatic difference to the fact that the Denver
operators are unionized, and the Boulder operators are not
(Special Transit inherited a union shop when it took over the
entire regional service in 2000 on an emergency basis for
RTD). She further explained that the seniority-based shift-
bid process (which is required by the union agreement) results
in the newer operators getting the worst shifts (nights, week-
ends, etc.), and that the operator turnover in Denver is most
acute among the newer operators. In contrast, Special Tran-
sit has more flexibility in matching individual operators’
needs with shift requirements in the Boulder operation.

Attrition Rate. RTD reported that its contractors have
experienced operator attrition rates ranging from 20% to 35%.

Run Coverage. RTD indicated that since the run coverage
provision was instituted, the average number of “give-backs”
have been reduced from 5 per week to perhaps 1 per month.

Community Transit, Everett, WA

Community Transit is a special-purpose municipal corpo-
ration providing public transportation services in Snohomish
County, WA. Community Transit’s services include fixed-route
transit, vanpool, ride-matching, and paratransit (DART). In
2004, over 8 million passenger trips were made on the system,
and Community Transit carried 57% of all Snohomish County-
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Seattle commuters to work and back. The entire bus fleet is
wheelchair accessible, either by low-floor ramped vehicles or
buses equipped with wheelchair lifts.

Dial-a-Ride Transportation (DART) is Community Transit’s
ADA paratransit service. With an existing fleet of 53 vehicles,
the service operates 7 days a week, covers 1,400 square miles,
and provides an average of 800 one-way trips per weekday.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

DART service is operated by Senior Services of Snohomish
County (SSSC), a private non-profit organization, through 
a contract with Community Transit since 1981. Although the
contractor manages all day-to-day operations, the hardware
and software, including an automated client file, reservation,
mapping, scheduling, and dispatch system, is provided by
Community Transit. Vehicles are also provided by Commu-
nity Transit, but maintenance is provided by the contractor.

SSSC manages the day-to-day operations of the service. The
organization’s responsibilities include customer eligibility
screening, customer service, scheduling, reservations, routing,
dispatching, supervision, fare collection, and operations.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

Community Transit places a high value on service quality
when selecting contractors, recognizing operator pay as an
indicator of that quality. The agency’s Contracted Services
Coordinator stated the following:

We make it clear in our RFPs that we expect experienced,
trained operators; by setting the bar high, we have a better chance
of securing such a workforce through the contract.

While the expectation of paying operators well and valuing
employment longevity is not explicitly indicated in the RFPs,
it acts as a strong determinant in selecting winning proposals.
For example, Community Transit’s most recent contractor
was chosen largely because its proposal touted high wages for
operators and extremely low turnover.

Community Transit’s RFPs also include a detailed set of serv-
ice standards, incentives, and liquidated damages, although
Community Transit reported that the incentives do not have
a significant impact on service. One of the liquidated dam-
ages provisions relates to run coverage. The following is an
example:

Contract incentives and/or penalties related to maintaining an
adequate vehicle operator workforce or covering all runs assigned

The Contractor shall provide adequate staffing to ensure that
staff or manpower shortages are compensated for with qualified
personnel in a manner which does not detract from staffing lev-
els in other areas of this project.

The RFP includes the following language regarding penal-
ties for poor performance by the Contractor:

One hundred dollars ($100.00) for each occasion that the
Contractor does not have the number of vehicles available for
revenue service as specified by Community Transit in operating
service.

The Contractor Perspective

The General Manager of Senior Services of Snohomish
County stated that the high expectations for experienced
operators and high wages are “definitely a draw” when recruit-
ing operators. He explained that before hiring operators, they
go through intensive training, and 60% “make it out.” The
agency looks for vehicle operators that have the following:
“good driving records, good people skills, and want to assist
people. Those are the ones that stick around a long time.” The
agency reported the turnover rate for operators is about
20–30%, depending on the month.

The General Manager reported that Senior Services meets
the goals set forth by Community Transit. The 91% on-time
performance standards are always met, and the general man-
ager stated that they “never miss a trip.” He explained: “We
meet all goals. We don’t turn anybody down. We really don’t
have financial disincentives happen.” Although he is aware
that the financial disincentives exist in the contract, the main
motivation for Senior Services is to be a good service provider.

Reported Results

Turnover has not been a problem for Community Transit
since they began contracting with Senior Services of Sno-
homish County, the contractor who proposed to provide
high operator wage rates and to maximize operator retention
to the extent possible. It was noted that Senior Services only
loses one or two operators a month out of about 70 operators.

Community Transit believes that the combination of RFP
language requiring a stable, experienced operator workforce
and the contractor’s natural desire to treat operators well and
provide them with sufficient training has contributed to a
paratransit system that provides high quality, on-time ser-
vice, and satisfied and experienced operators.

Access Services, Inc. (ASI), Los Angeles, CA

Access Services (ASI) is a local public agency organized as
a public benefit corporation that operates ADA complemen-
tary paratransit service. ADA paratransit service is provided
for the Los Angeles County Metropolitan Transit Authority
(LACMTA) and 40 other fixed-route transit operators in Los
Angeles County pursuant to the Los Angeles County Coordi-
nated Paratransit Plan. In addition to operating the ADA
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complementary paratransit service, known as Access Para-
transit, ASI acts as the Los Angeles County Consolidated
Transportation Service Agency (CTSA). It is governed by a
nine-member board appointed by the Los Angeles County
municipal fixed-route operators, the Los Angeles County local
fixed-route operators, the City of Los Angeles, the County of
Los Angeles, the Transportation Corridor Representatives of
the Los Angeles branch of the League of Cities, the Los Angeles
County Commission on Disabilities, and the Coalition of
Independent Living Centers.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

Service is provided by six principal contractors in six
regions as shown in Table 10-2. Requests for service are auto-
matically routed to the appropriate carrier based on the cus-
tomer’s telephone number.

Each of the contractors provides turn-key services in their
region. Each provider except for MVT in the Southern region
is responsible for taking reservations, verifying customer eli-
gibility, scheduling rides onto vehicles, and providing service
using ASI-certified vehicles and operators. GPI accepts all
reservations for the West/Central and Southern regions and
passes on a portion of the reservations for the Southern region
to MVT. Each provider is responsible for all trips originating in
its region regardless of whether the destination is in the region
or another one within the Los Angeles Basin. Trips between
the Basin, Santa Clarita, and the Antelope Valley require a
transfer. Service is provided using a mix of ASI-owned vehicles,
provider-owned vehicles dedicated to Access service, and taxi-
cabs certified for Access Paratransit service.

ASI manages the system, providing contractor oversight
and monitoring, and also directly provides customer service
functions, fleet management functions (for its own vehicles),
community outreach functions, and all administrative and
planning functions.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

Access Services reported in the survey that it had moderate
success with the inclusion of “living wage” and benefit infor-
mation in the RFP. Evaluation criteria are used to evaluate

proposals, and points are earned on a sliding scale. Criteria
are based on the following:

• Comparability of pay (to other carriers);
• Quality of the heath care plan (e.g., the percentage split of

premiums between the company and the operator);
• Inclusion of medical, dental and vision benefits versus

medical only
• Family package;
• Number of vacation, sick and PTO days;
• Educational reimbursement; and
• 401K/retirement plan.

In its paratransit solicitations, Access Services supplies wage
information by position for the current contractor; this includes
the starting hourly rate, the top hourly rate, and any qualifying
notes, such as whether there are annual or merit increases.

The two most relevant provisions in the solicitations are as
follows:

Expectations for Operator Wages / Retention
The selected Proposed shall establish and maintain an

employee pay and benefit structure, which will serve to attract
and retain high-quality employees for all positions required to
successfully perform the work. Proposer must submit rates and
graduated rate increases along with timelines for the increases.

Proposal Evaluation Criteria
Access Services will substantially downgrade proposals that

do not incorporate appropriate wage and benefit packages that
will facilitate successful recruitment and retention of qualified
employees. Access Services will also downgrade proposals that 
do not provide for reasonable medical benefits for all full time
employees. Proposer should carefully consider adequate and
comparable rates of compensation, public sector and private sec-
tor, which exist for similar positions within Los Angeles County.

Proposals are evaluated with both qualitative and quanti-
tative measures. The quantitative measures are as follows:

Quality of Technical Approach 30%
Paratransit Operating Experience 20%
Cost/Price Proposal 20%
Employee Pay and Benefits 15%
Qualifications and Availability of Proposed Staff 15%
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Region Contact Providers 

San Fernando Valley (Northern) MV Transportation (MVT) 

Eastern  San Gabriel Transit (SGT) 

West/Central  Global Paratransit Inc. (GPI)  

Southern Global Paratransit Inc., and MV Transportation 

Santa Clarita  Santa Clarita Transit Authority  

Antelope Valley  Antelope Valley Transit Authority (AVTA)  

Table 10-2. ASI service regions and contractors.
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The Contractor Perspective

MV Transportation’s General Manager reported that wage
scales have had a positive impact on vehicle operator retention,
but he said that because of the competitiveness of the procure-
ment process, the company is unable to increase hourly wages.
However, operator retention is encouraged through increasing
wage scales at 6 month and yearly increments. In addition, the
company offers incentive programs for retention, such as a
financial retention bonus, paid at multiple stages up to an
operator’s first 6 months of work. He also reported that the
company’s employee referral program has been extremely
successful. If an operator refers a new applicant, and if the
new hire works for at least 90 days, both receive bonuses.
The general manager said that this program also “encourages
the experienced operators to be mentors for the new hire
referrals.” Despite retention programs, there is about a 45%
turnover rate.

As far as the evaluation criteria, the general manager sug-
gested that “it is a good concept, although the current con-
tract was renegotiated due to the current budget crisis.”

Reported Results

ASI’s Executive Director noted that ASI purposely did not
quote a minimum wage rate in their RFP because in Califor-
nia, that would constitute ASI being an “implied” employer.
However, in the past, ASI has encouraged contractors to set a
vehicle operator wage above the minimum ($8.50), but in
many cases, the wages came in at the figure. She said that ASI
is exploring how to actually set the wage without becoming
the implied employer of the operators.

The Executive Director also was quick to point out though
that operator wage rates alone do not tell the entire story,
reporting that the contractor with highest operator wage rates
in the system was one of the poorest performers, and the con-
tractor with the lowest wage rates was one of their best per-
formers. In the survey, ASI noted that many contractors are
still focused on submitting the “lowest bid” since operator
wages make up the majority of the overall cost. She also men-
tioned that some of her contractors include a benefits pack-
age that provides English-as-a-second-language benefits, an
operator recognition program, and “stepping stone” career
programs and internships that pave the way for operators to
advance to senior/management positions.

Madison Metro Transit, Madison, WI

Madison Metro Transit is the municipal transit provider for
the city of Madison, WI, covering an area of 60 square miles.
With more than 450 full-time employees, Madison Metro
Transit serves an average of over 54,000 daily passenger trips
during the school year. The service has 56 fixed-routes and

operates a fleet of 204 buses. Its ADA paratransit service, Metro
Plus, provides nearly 300,000 annual trips to 1,774 clients.
Metro also operates Group Access Service (GAS) for Madison,
Middleton, and Monona adults who live in their own homes
and apartments, are over 60 years old, and have a physical or
sensory disability. GAS is a scheduled, routed, group service to
meal sites, farmers’ markets, pharmacies, libraries, and grocery
stores.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

Beginning in 2009, nearly a quarter of Metro Transit’s
paratransit operations are in-house, with the remainder of
the work contracted to Transit Solutions, Badger Cab Com-
pany, and Badger Bus. All customers call Metro Transit, and
transit agency staff either serves the customer themselves or
delegates the work to one of the three contractors. Transit
Solutions operates about 20% of the ADA service on week-
days only, with no weekends or holidays; Badger Bus handles
about 30% of the requests on weekdays, nights, and week-
ends; and Badger Cab provides ambulatory services and takes
over leftover ADA paratransit runs, about 23%.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

There is a municipal and county-wide living wage ordi-
nance that is articulated in Madison Metro’s RFPs. It states:

LIVING WAGE (Applicable to contracts exceeding $5,000).
CONTRACTOR agrees to pay all employees employed by

CONTRACTOR in the performance of this contract, whether on
a full-time or part-time basis, a base wage of not less than CITY
minimum hourly wage as required by Section 4.20, Madison
General Ordinances.

One of the contractors, Transit Solutions, adds to this liv-
able wage by providing benefits and an incentive plan that
pays operators for safety and attendance.

Madison Metro has also established standards in its con-
tracts with penalties on a per-trip basis. Since 2006, this sys-
tem of collecting performance data from contractors and
then generating a percentage of compliance has been used to
calculate this per-trip penalty fee:

It is the responsibility of CONTRACTOR to make every effort
to comply with all service standards established by CITY. CITY
has established a service standard of passenger pick up no later
than twenty (20) minutes after the scheduled time. For each
instance in which a passenger is picked up outside of this service
standard, the following reimbursement will be applied:

On-Time Performance Reimbursement
94% On-Time 100% of the reimbursement rate
90–93% On-Time 98% of the reimbursement rate
Less than 90% On-Time 90% the reimbursement rate

115

Vehicle Operator Recruitment, Retention, and Performance in ADA Complementary Paratransit Operations

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

http://www.nap.edu/14415


While the CITY pays the lesser of the cost of the ride or $3.00 for
each “no show” a passenger has when service is provided by the
CONTRACTOR on a per trip basis, this cost must be absorbed
by the contractor if they are over twenty minutes late.

The Contractor Perspective

The owner of Transit Solutions commented that the “liv-
ing wage” outlined in the contract is “great because it gives
people a higher starting wage.” Transit Solutions also has
benefits for employees like health insurance, retirement pack-
ages, and paid holidays, which all help to maintain a steady
workforce. In addition to the incentive plan in the contract,
the owner noted that Transit Solutions has an incentive plan
for vehicle operators that: “pays people for safety and atten-
dance . . . all of those things play into recruitment and reten-
tion.” The company uses the financial incentives in the con-
tract with Metro Transit in a similar fashion with its other
employees. The owner stated, “Overall, I think the system
they [Metro Transit] have is reasonable and it works.”

Reported Results

Contractors are almost always within the 94% to 100% on-
time rate. Madison Metro Transit’s Paratransit Program Man-
ager reported that rarely, if ever, is the 10% reduction penalty
enacted. Contractors work hard to meet the 94% compliance
rate and have found that the only time they fall short is dur-
ing bad weather (in which case the penalty is waived by the
City). In March 2009, Transit Solutions achieved a 98% on-
time performance rate.

It was noted that paying a living wage has definitely helped
to retain vehicle operators. The Paratransit Program Manager
said she believes this higher pay has also contributed to higher
quality driving and service. She stated, “Operators stay when
there is better pay, and they drive better, too.”

Vehicle operator turnover at Transit Solutions is extremely
low. In 11 years of business, over half of Transit Solutions’ orig-
inal operators remain. The owner attributes this to a combi-
nation of good wages, benefits, and hands-on management;
he and his partner are present and available each day, and
they make an effort to treat people well and with respect.
They even maintain a special account for employee pay
advances which are paid back via paycheck deduction at no
interest. The owner stated: “We do things to help our work-
ers and make it easier and more enjoyable to work here. And
it really works.”

Orange County Transportation Authority
(OCTA), Orange County, CA

The Orange County Transportation Authority (OCTA)
serves Orange County through bus, commuter rail, Express

Lanes, and paratransit service. OCTA operates approximately
80 bus routes, covering every city in Orange County and sev-
eral cities in Los Angeles County. OCTA also operates express
service to Los Angeles and to San Bernardino and Riverside
counties. OCTA’s ADA paratransit service is called ACCESS.
Most recently, in 2007, OCTA initiated a Vanpool Program
to provide assistance to commuters who work in Orange
County and live in neighboring counties.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

Until July 2009, OCTA’s fixed-route, express bus, and
ADA paratransit service were operated by Veolia Transporta-
tion. After July 2009, Veolia Transportation began running
only the ADA paratransit service, ACCESS, utilizing a fleet of
350 vehicles. Veolia provides a turn-key operation, providing
all day-to-day operations and vehicle maintenance on OCTA
provided vehicles. OCTA has a managerial role and has close
oversight on all service provided by Veolia.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, OCTA reported that it had significant suc-
cess with specifying a minimum or “living wage” rate in its
procurement and contract documents, as well as including
language regarding an experienced workforce and incentives
or penalties in the contract related to maintaining an ade-
quate vehicle operator workforce. OCTA also reported that
they include strict and specific evaluation criteria in the RFP.

OCTA includes the following language to indicate its expec-
tations for vehicle operator wages/retention:

AUTHORITY recognizes the expense and negative effect of
employee turnover. Therefore, the CONTRACTOR must demon-
strate they have an acceptable recruitment and hiring program
that is intended to minimize employee turnover and retain a high
quality work force.

Several service performance standards, incentive payments,
and penalties are also included, as shown in the Table 10-3.

The Contractor Perspective

The Project Director for Veolia reported a low turnover rate
of 7%. He reported that there is a dedicated commitment to
training which has paid off, as evidenced by the high retention
rate. He said that with better training the company sees better
results. He noted that another reason for the high retention is
the benefits package provided to employees, including good
health care, a living wage, and help with flexibility on travel to
work, which is an issue in and around the Los Angeles area.

The Project Director reported that the incentives outlined in
the scope of work are hard to achieve. He said: “In 36 months,
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we’ve received only one performance incentive. They are chal-
lenging incentives to meet.” He explained that the complaint
standard is the toughest and perhaps the strongest in the coun-
try, so the company has never met it. Veolia is striving to meet
it and is establishing a new program with increased training for
better results.

Reported Results

OCTA’s Field Administrator commented that the contrac-
tor performs well according to obligations outlined in the
scope of work. He reports that good communication between
the contractor and the agency is the best way to have a shared
understanding of expectations, since language in a contract
can be tricky and interpreted in more than one way. He said
that since April 2007, Veolia has maintained an on-time per-
formance level average of 93%.

Palm Tran CONNECTION, Lake Worth, FL

Palm Tran, Palm Beach County’s public transportation
service, provides fixed-route public bus transportation and
coordinated paratransit service. Fixed-route bus service is
provided on over 30 routes, serving nearly all destinations in
the county. Buses generally operate weekdays with 30-minute
headways during peak rush hours and 60-minute headways
during mid-day and on the weekends.

Palm Tran CONNECTION is the county’s shared ride, door-
to-door transportation specialized service. CONNECTION
schedules all trips, prepares vehicle manifests, handles cus-
tomer concerns, determines eligibility, and monitors the per-
formance of transportation providers. Veolia runs a turn-key
operation, performing all ADA paratransit functions.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

Palm Tran contracts with MV Transportation, Palm Beach
Metro Transportation, and Two Wheels Transportation. The
contractors operate 190 vans, providing door-to-door service
for senior citizens, persons with disabilities, and persons with
low-income. The service provides an average of 4,025 sched-
uled passenger trips each weekday. Veolia runs a turn-key
operation and performs all ADA paratransit functions.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

Palm Tran includes language in RFPs indicating that a stable,
experienced vehicle operator workforce is expected. Under-
standing that a great deal of operator retention is determined
by compensation, Palm Tran gives preference to respondents
with the highest operator pay rates.

Palm Tran also includes a specific liquidated damage fee in
contracts to offset the cost of uncovered runs. While this fee
has provided an effective incentive for contractors to cover
runs, there have not been many problems, and the fee penalty
has been scarcely implemented.

The Contractor Perspective

The General Manager of MV Transportation believes that
factors such as benefits, work atmosphere, and communica-
tion are key ingredients in maintaining a stable and experi-
enced workforce. MV Transportation takes extra care in mak-
ing the company an enjoyable place to work by providing
full-benefits, substantial vacation time, and an open door pol-
icy with all managers. The general manager reported that the
company no longer has to spend significant time and money
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Category Standard Incentive Penalty 

ACCESS On 
Time 
Performance 

95% or above $5,000 for each 
percentage point 
above 96% on 
time 

$5,000 for each 
percentage point 
below 94% on 
time 

Service Delivery 
Failure 

All qualified 
requests must be 
served.

None $1,000 per 
occurrence

Call Center Hold 
Time 

Average of 90 
seconds or less 

None $1,000 deduction 
if monthly 
average exceeds 
90 seconds 

Call Center Valid 
Complaints 

No more than 1 
valid complaint 
per 1,000 
passengers each 
month

None $100 for each 
valid complaint 
over 1 per 1,000 
passengers

Accident Report Report all within 
24 hours, verbal 
and written. 

None $5,000 per 
accident not 
reported.

Table 10-3. OCTA service standards, incentives and penalties.
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recruiting employees because the pay is higher than other
companies. MV Transportation increased hourly pay for the
Palm Tran contract, and the general manager reported that
this has helped to retain operators.

The general manager also reported that she aims to main-
tain a stable operator workforce and works towards adhering
to contract requirements. She uses the liquidated damages
clauses set forth in contracts as incentives to provide good
service.

Reported Results

Palm Tran CONNECTION’s Fiscal Analyst reported that,
generally, contractors perform well and meet their contractual
requirements. There are rarely, if ever, any uncovered runs.
Turnover has become less of a problem not only because of the
RFP provisions, but as unemployment rates have increased,
operators tend to hold onto to their jobs for longer periods
of time.

City of Phoenix Public Transit Department,
Phoenix, AZ

The City of Phoenix Public Transit Department is responsi-
ble for the overall supervision of the City of Phoenix Transit
System. The City manages local buses, Phoenix Dial-a-Ride
paratransit, Reserve-a-Ride senior service, RAPID and Express
commuter services, and several neighborhood circulators.

The City’s paratransit service is called Dial-a-Ride. The
service operates seven days a week in almost all areas within
Phoenix city limits. Dial-A-Ride serves individuals who are
ADA paratransit eligible as well as seniors. ADA paratransit
customers are encouraged to call at least one day in advance
for service; where possible, same day demand service is also
available after reservation requests have been scheduled.

The City also manages Reserve-a-Ride, a specialized, door-
to-door transportation service for senior citizens over 60 years
old and certified persons with disabilities. Reserve-a-Ride pro-
vides transportation to senior centers, medical appointments,
social service agencies, and shopping. The primary responsi-
bility of the service is to provide transportation to and from
senior centers, and other trip requests are accommodated wher-
ever possible. These two services, Dial-a-Ride and Reserve-a-
Ride, are operated by the same contractor with the same fleet
of vehicles.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

MV Transportation has been the City’s paratransit contrac-
tor since 2001. MV Transportation manages all day-to-day
operations, including maintenance on over 100 vehicles and

scheduling service for both advance and same-day service
requests. Out of the 300 or so MV Transportation employees,
about 215 of them are vehicle operators.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, Phoenix reported that it had moderate success
when specifying that a stable, experienced vehicle operator
workforce was expected, and also moderate success when
including a “livable wage” requirement in its procurement and
contract documents. While there is no living wage ordinance
in Phoenix, the City understands that a livable wage scale is sig-
nificant for job retention and stability.

The City’s RFP requests a detailed plan with specific strate-
gies for maintaining a stable workforce. The City encourages
proposers to be creative in their approach to operator reten-
tion, stating that preference will be given to proposers who can
successfully demonstrate to City their ability to retain quality
operators. In addition to requiring the proposer to outline hir-
ing, training, and retraining programs for operators, Section VII
of the RFP asks proposers to respond to the following:

Discuss the PROPOSER’S philosophy on providing a “livable
wage” given the current state of the economy and how the pro-
posed employee wage and benefit package and other innovative
programs ensure that they meet that standard.

Describe in detail the methods to be taken in order to attract
and retain the appropriate staffing levels. Include any incentive
and/or merit programs to award outstanding employees.

Describe in detail the type and level of employment benefits
provided or available to employees addressing vacation, sick and
other leaves, health and welfare benefits, wage and salary classi-
fications and progressions, and employer contributions for all
programs for all job categories.

When evaluating RFP responses, a points system is utilized.
The Director of Transportation Contract Services explained,
“Our approach is that we want to make sure the company we
hire is going to fulfill our needs as far as service—we take an
approach of service over price.” The evaluation criteria out-
lined in the RFP are the following:

Qualifications 50 points
Professional References 50 points
Management 150 points
Maintenance and Operations Experience 100 points
Understanding of Scope 400 points
Price 250 points

The RFP also provides a system of incentives and sanctions
to reward exemplary performance and ensure adherence to
performance standards, but the survey indicated that these
incentives and/or penalties did not have even a moderate
impact on contractor performance.
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The Contractor Perspective

The General Manager for MV Transportation reported that
the success it has had working with the City of Phoenix is due
to a “successful, true partnership” between the two organiza-
tions. He gave credit for the positive working relationship to the
City’s understanding of the operation, saying: “[The Director of
Transportation Contract Services] knows how our system
works—he understands the nuts and the bolts.”

The current average wage for an operator is $14.45, which
is adequate according to the terms outlined in the RFP. In
addition to a reasonable wage, though, the general manager
said it is important to look for individuals who are customer-
service oriented. He also indicated that a good work environ-
ment and other non-monetary rewards have measurable pos-
itive effects on turnover. He noted that these methods were
helpful in MV Transportation’s response to the City’s RFP
requirement of a description of “methods to be taken in order
to attract and retain” employees. Annually, MV Transporta-
tion in Phoenix sees about a 21% turnover rate. It was noted
that 83 of MV’s 180–200 paratransit vehicle operators have
over 8 years of experience.

Both the City staff and MV General Manager reported that
the financial incentives or penalties were not a motivator to
provide good service. MV Transportation does adhere to goals
outlined by the City, and they have “monitors all over the
place,” indicating current levels of on-time performance, aver-
age hold time for a customer on the phone, etc. This keeps all
personnel informed of the current situation and helps to strive
for the best customer service possible. Regardless of whether
the motivation for good service is the contract with the city or
just good business practice, MV Transportation receives more
financial rewards than penalties.

The MV General Manager also commented that RFPs and
contracts should be specific: “The more specific the agency can
be when putting the proposal together and creating the vision
that they want, then the end result will be more successful.”

Reported Results

The contractor for paratransit service has a relatively low
turnover rate for a private contracted operation (reported to
be 21%). A third of operators have been employed with the
contractor for over 8 years. City of Phoenix transportation
staff also reported that “this has improved service and produc-
tivity by volumes.” The Director of Transportation Contract
Services commented, “It definitely improves productivity and
service quality when you treat your employees well.”

On the books, the City and contractor have yet to experience
a day with high numbers of closed runs. Budgeted hours from
the most recent contract indicate that the contractor is always
able to meet allotted hours, whereas before contractors in pre-

vious periods fell short of the requirements due to lack of oper-
ators, which caused the City to over-budget. For the past five
or so years, the City has been able to maintain its budget pre-
cisely. Important to note, immediately prior to the most recent
contract with MV Transportation, the City approved a sales tax
measure that allocated more money to transit. In just a 2-year
period, the City was able to double its number of service hours
provided, and the contractor was able to provide an adequate
workforce to meet this new induced demand.

According to City staff, the greatest challenge when nego-
tiating contracts is trying to convince bidders to change their
mindset or approach when developing their proposals. He
said that most bidders are accustomed to winning a contract
based almost entirely on price rather than service. He noted
that in the Phoenix process, when reviewing proposals, the
price for each bidder was not revealed to the evaluation com-
mittee. As a result, the committee was only able to evaluate
based on the merits of the proposals. A City staffer expressed:
“I feel that we had a successful procurement in that the suc-
cessful proposer is still with us and doing a very good job,
which was our objective to have them competing on the qual-
ity of service, rather than the price. By the way, the successful
proposer was not the lowest bidder.”

San Diego Metropolitan Transit System, 
San Diego, CA

San Diego Metropolitan Transit System (MTS) is the public
transit agency that provides bus and rail services directly or by
contract with public or private operators. MTS manages the
scheduling, frequency of service, and hours of operation for its
existing services covering approximately 570 miles in and
around San Diego. Existing passenger services include 82 bus
routes, three trolley lines, and ADA paratransit service that
together serve over 3 million residents. ADA paratransit service
is called MTS Access.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

First Transit is the contractor for MTS Access. The contrac-
tor is 100% turn-key and handles all operations functions.
Vehicles are owned by MTS.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, MTS reported that it had moderate success
including (1) language that a stable, experienced operator
workforce was expected; (2) requirements for proposers to
provide wage scales, and (3) specific incentives and/or penal-
ties for uncovered runs.

RFPs include wage standards, which are set to increase or
decrease according to the market, thus creating a level playing
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field for new bidders which allows operators to keep up with
the cost of living and retain employees. New contractors must
maintain existing operators at current seniority levels.

MTS mandates in its contracts that a certain percentage of
each invoice is allocated to operators’ benefits. For example, for
fiscal year 2011, the minimum wage is $10.14/hour for train-
ing, $10.71/hour after training, and $11.27/hour base wage
after a probationary period. The contractor is required to con-
tribute 5%, or $2.10, from the base wage towards employee
benefits. There is also a requirement that all operators who
work more than 20 hours per week should have full medical
coverage.

MTS provides a 10% preference to contractors who are
able to prove in proposals that they are able to retain their
operator workforce and who agree to retain their current staff
upon contract. The evaluation criteria are as follows:

Corporate Capacity/Qualifications 10 points
of the Firm

Corporate Experience 30 points
Key Personnel 50 points
Facility Plan 20 points
Safety and Training Plan 10 points
Start-up Plan 20 points
Customer Services 20 points
Cost and Price 70 points
10% Bidding Preference 23 points

MTS also sets performance standards, financial incentives,
and liquid damages. These are shown in the Table 10-4.

The Contractor Perspective

The District Manager at First Transit reported that the livable
wages clause included in the RFP helped to drive the company

to meet the high standards for wages. The responsible wage
requirement “helps maintain a level of wages that are competi-
tive” and, in turn, helps to prevent a high turnover rate.

The District Manager also commented on the incentives and
disincentives included in the RFP. “We have met the highest
level of incentive thresholds for productivity for the past four
years,” he explains. He said that the incentives and disincen-
tives were set “at a level where the dollar level wasn’t significant
enough.” He noted that instead of financial motivation, cus-
tomer service and good business practice are instead drivers for
service.

The District Manager noted that the responsible wage
requirement only applies to vehicle operators that are not cov-
ered by a collective bargaining agreement. First Transit oper-
ates under labor contracts now and it is expected that when the
company responds to the June 2009 RFP, the responsible wage
requirement will not be applicable.

Reported Results

Despite the focus in the procurement on workforce stability,
it was reported that turnover has continued to be a problem over
the past few years running at “upwards of 100%” according to
the First Transit District manager. With the economic down-
turn, the turnover rate has decreased and has been running at
about 40% for the past year.

San Mateo County Transit District
(SamTrans), San Mateo, CA

The San Mateo County Transit District is the administrative
body for the principal public transit and transportation pro-
grams in San Mateo County: SamTrans bus service, Redi-
Wheels paratransit service, Caltrain commuter rail, and the
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Performance Measure Incentive Liquidated
Damages

Contractor shall achieve a monthly no-
show rate of under 5% 

$2,000 per each month 
no-show rate is below 
5%

Any month in which 
no-shows are greater 
than 7.5% may carry a 
damage of $1,000, and 
$2,000 in which no-
shows are greater than 
10%

Contractor shall ensure that all trips arrive 
within the established MTS On-Time 
Performance Window 

$5,000 per month may
be paid Contractor for 
each month that 90% 
or more of trips arrive 
in the MTS 
established On-Time 
Window 

none

Contractor shall ensure that hold times 
don’t exceed an average of two (2) minutes 

None $5,000 for each month 
where average hold 
times exceed two 
minutes 

Table 10-4. MTS performance standards, incentives, 
and liquidated damages.
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San Mateo County Transportation Authority. Caltrain and the
Transportation Authority have contracted with the District to
serve as their managing agency, under the direction of their
appointed boards. The SamTrans fixed-route bus system con-
sists of 54 routes (44 operated by the District and 10 contracted
to MV Transportation), which carry nearly 50,000 passengers
on an average weekday. The District’s paratransit service, Redi-
Wheels, transports approximately 1,000 customers every day
on 83 buses, vans, and sedans, with some additional taxi ser-
vice. RediCoast operates nine vehicles on the coastside and
provides about 100 rides each day.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

Redi-Wheels, RediCoast, and a portion of fixed-route service
are contracted to MV Transportation. For Redi-Wheels service,
SamTrans performs ADA eligibility and marketing and owns,
maintains, and fuels 59 vehicles. MV Transportation manages the
remaining day-to-day operations. MV Transportation provides
15 vehicles, all sedans. MV has about 110 vehicle operators.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, SamTrans reported that it had significant suc-
cess with specifying a minimum wage rate and incentives and
disincentives relating to an adequate workforce in its procure-
ment and contracting documents. SamTrans emphasizes the
importance of an experienced workforce in both the pre-bid
meeting and in the RFP, stating specifically that operators
must be fairly compensated with competitive wages and ben-
efits. While SamTrans legally cannot require a specific pay
scale, the transit district consistently places strong emphasis
on a stable workforce, and staff monitors the contractor to
ensure a competitive wage is provided.

The most recent RFP contained a specific section on Para-
transit Operator Longevity, which is closely monitored by
SamTrans throughout the duration of the contract:

It is of paramount importance to the District and in the best
interest of its customers that Paratransit Operators are not only
properly trained, but gain hands-on experience in their craft. It
has been the District’s experience that a high turnover rate among
Paratransit Operators reduces overall service quality through lack
of efficiency and familiarity with the areas in which they operate.
In order to indicate a high level of commitment, a Contractor
must encourage and promote longevity of its Paratransit Opera-
tors. Proposers are required to complete and submit Appendix D,
“Staffing Plan Summary” and Appendix E, “Wage and Benefits
Summary,” and disclose a plan to accomplish this end with its
Proposal. Proposers should disclose information such as award
programs and other incentives offered to their Paratransit.

There is also a monetary penalty if the contractor is not
able to meet the daily demand or maintain at least a 90% on-
time performance level. If the contractor fails to provide an

adequate number of vehicle operators to meet the required
level of service as defined in the contract, a $1,500 fine is insti-
tuted. The contract also clearly states that no trips shall be
missed or dropped due to unavailability of operators, and the
contractor is fined $500 for each missed trip.

The Contractor Perspective

The General Manager for MV Transportation reported that
“We have a low turnover rate at Redi-Wheels, mainly because
we have a very good pay rate and fringe benefits.” Employees
receive 100% full health benefits, paid by MV Transportation,
which equates to about $10 per hour for health benefits on top
of their hourly wage. As a result, the general manager esti-
mated that the annual turnover rate is about 10% which he felt
was “incredible in our industry.” He also comments on the
current economic climate, which has dramatically changed
operator recruitment: “Before, it was difficult to find opera-
tors in the Bay area because there is so much competition for
jobs in other sectors. Now, I’m finding 10–20 people a month
looking for employment.”

As for financial incentives outlined in the contract, the gen-
eral manager reported that bonuses and disincentives in the
contract have worked “substantially.” He said that four of the
standards, productivity, on-time performance, accidents/
safety, and wait time on the phone, have huge bonuses and
repercussions for MV Transportation if the company does not
meet the standards. He reported that these financial repercus-
sions influence his business decisions, saying “It is cheaper for
me to add a person to the reservations taking function than to
exceed the standards for wait time on the phone.” Currently,
MV Transportation meets Redi-Wheels’ 90% on-time per-
formance standard. The general manager said that the com-
pany has been at this 90% level for a long time, and he is trying
to figure out how to improve it, but so far has been unsuccess-
ful. As for productivity, he reported that the service operated at
about 1.5 to 1.6 trips per revenue-hour.

Reported Results

The SamTrans Accessibility Coordinator reported the
paratransit contractor experiences extremely low turnover
rates, especially in comparison to others in the region. She
noted that by paying just $1 to $2 more per hour, operator
turnover was reduced significantly, making a clear case that
paying a higher wage dramatically reduces turnover. She also
noted that she believes the more experienced operators tend
to be safer and more efficient, which is both a financial and a
community benefit.

It was noted that while the monetary penalties have acted
as an incentive for on-time performance, they have yet to be
leveraged with the current contractor, who has consistently
been able to meet the 90% on-time performance rate.
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SamTrans also recognizes good performance by individu-
als and reinforces good behavior by making both the transit
district and contractor employees eligible for the “I Made a
Difference” award. The award, generally an honor rather than
a monetary award, is usually presented by a supervisor to an
operator while mid-route. The award has created a good
atmosphere and appreciation in the workplace, which was felt
by managers to contribute to maintaining a stable vehicle
operator workforce.

King County Metro Transit (Metro),
Seattle/King County, WA

King County Metro Transit (Metro) is a public transit
agency serving more than 1.7 million residents in King County,
Washington. Metro operates a fleet of about 1,300 vehicles,
including standard and articulated coaches, electric trolleys,
dual-powered buses and hybrid diesel-electric buses that serve
an annual ridership of 100 million in a 2,134 square mile area.
In addition, Metro operates the largest publicly owned vanpool
program in the country, with more than 600 vans providing
transportation to 5,000 people every day.

Metro also manages Access paratransit service, its ADA
paratransit service. The program provides next-day, shared
rides within three-quarters of a mile on either side of non-
commuter fixed-route bus service during the hours and days
of operation those routes are in service. In 2007, Access ser-
vice provided over 1.1 million rides with a fleet of 300 vans.

Use of Contractors for ADA Paratransit

Metro contracts its Access paratransit service call center to
First Transit, who manages scheduling, reservations, and dis-
patching. Two other private companies are then under con-
tract to Metro to provide vehicle operation and maintenance.
The service provider contractors are Veolia Transportation,
which operates about 70% of the runs, and Solid Ground, a

local non-profit organization that operates about 30% of the
service.

Procurement/Contractual Provisions

In the survey, Metro reported that it had moderate suc-
cess with including language in the solicitation indicating
that a stable, experienced vehicle operator workforce was
expected. Metro Transit also noted a specific points system
used in the evaluation of prospective contractor proposals.
The following language is included in the 5-year service
provider contracts:

The Contractor shall ensure that sufficient staff are hired and
retained to meet this Contract’s service requirements. The County
reserves the right to reduce the Contractor’s monthly invoice
appropriately for any management or supervisory position such
as Project, Operations, Information Service or Maintenance
Manager, left vacant for more than sixty (60) Days.

The Contractor’s provision of qualified, capable and experi-
enced personnel is essential to the performance of its contractual
obligations herein. As such, failure to provide suitable personnel
consistent with the County’s contractual expectations as set forth
herein shall be deemed a material breach of contract and subjects
the Contract to immediate termination at the County’s option.
The Contractor shall ensure that its employees are qualified,
capable and suitable to perform the requirements of this Con-
tract and the County reserves the right to provide input to the
Contractor in determining the suitability of any employee to con-
tinue performing the work pursuant to this Contract. The Con-
tractor shall provide all pertinent employee records regarding
incidents/accidents, passenger complaints, etc., to King County
as soon as possible upon request.

The County recognizes that the strength of its transportation
program is built upon the strength of its operators. Proposers
are asked to consider how they will hire and retain an excellent
workforce.

Metro assigns points when evaluating RFPs to best analyze
the proposed services. Typically, vehicle operator recruitment
and retention comprise 18–20% of the total score. Table 10-5,

122

Criteria Points Percent 
of Total 

Training program 25 2.5% 
Plan to recruit, train staff and perform the work 50 5.0% 
Evaluation of proposed team and key persons 45 4.5% 
Proven ability to collaborate with contractor’s staff 20 2.0% 
Plan to transition staff who are currently employed 
with another operator so that service is not disrupted 

75 7.5% 

Record keeping and retention plan 25 2.5% 
Customer service plan 75 7.5% 
Pricing 200 20.0% 
Other (specifics in contract) 515 51.5% 

Table 10-5. King County Metro proposal evaluation criteria
and points.
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adapted from a recent RFP, shows the evaluation criteria and
points.

Metro also includes a liquidated damage for runs that are
dropped due to a lack of vehicles or operators. The relevant
section reads as follows:

The Contractor acknowledges that the provision of services
pursuant to this Contract entails providing specialized, public
transportation services, and that it is essential that safe, reliable,
and efficient service is provided at all times. Liquidated damages
may be assessed, at the option of the County, in the circum-
stances detailed in the table set forth below.

Reported Results

Metro indicated that it is difficult to determine the impacts
of these procurement strategies at this point because the con-
tracts have just been awarded. A previous contract contained
only minimum wage standards, which seemed to raise issues

as several of the contract providers have had union repre-
sented operators. In addition to increasing wage require-
ments in the latest RFP, Metro removed the incentives related
to run coverage that were included in past contracts. They
indicated that the incentives in prior contracts related to run
coverage didn’t seem to affect contractor behavior, so they
replaced them this time around with liquidated damages.

It was noted that vehicle operator turnover is a significant
problem for King County. A commonly cited issue in retain-
ing paratransit operators is that they often leave the industry
for higher paying industrial jobs since they are required to also
maintain commercial drivers’ licenses. Metro is considering
eliminating the CDL requirement, but still requiring the train-
ing to address the same content as in the CDL training. It was
noted that operator retention has been better at Solid Ground.
Metro indicated that this appeared to be partly due to the
more extensive fringe benefits provided by this contractor.

Metro managers noted that they have recently established a
new bid model with flexible start times which can vary within
1–2 hours per day. Operators will receive notification the day
prior to service as to when they will begin work the following
day. More and more operators have been sent home before a
shift’s end when late cancellations have allowed routes to be
closed early and rides to be moved.
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Item Requirement 

Liquidated 
Damage - Cost 

1

Route dropped or 
reassigned due to 
unavailable vehicle 
or operator

 Perform all 
routes VSHs 
as assigned 

$1.5 times cost for 
replacement service 
per VSH 
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While there is much research on the general topic of
employee recruitment and retention, there have been few stud-
ies that have focused specifically on vehicle operators in ADA
paratransit services. Given the importance of these services and
the increasing share of total public transit that they represent,
further research seems appropriate.

This study has identified some of the most important fac-
tors that impact the recruitment, retention, and performance
of vehicle operators in ADA paratransit operations. A general
model describing the many factors related to recruitment and
retention has been developed. The model also shows some
important inter-relationships, such as: the inter-relationships
between compensation, turnover, and the cost of recruitment
and retention; and the inter-relationships between compen-
sation, turnover, productivity, and total system cost.

The research undertaken as part of this study has also
begun to develop data that can be used in the proposed mod-
els. For example, the research has demonstrated a statistically-
significant relationship between levels of compensation and
turnover rates. It also has documented the degree to which
experience and tenure can impact service productivity and
quality and has begun to document the full cost of recruitment
and training.

The research also has identified many examples of
approaches and efforts that have been shown to enhance
recruitment and reduce turnover. These include efforts that
can be made by service providers as well as by transit agencies
that are responsible for procuring and managing the provision
of ADA paratransit services.

Much remains to be done, however. Additional research in
the following specific areas is recommended:

• Continued analysis of the impacts of various types of com-
pensation and benefits on turnover. While the information
collected in this study suggested that fringe benefits are
important, a statistically-significant link between benefit
levels and turnover was not shown. This could be due to

limitations in the data. More detailed study is needed to
analyze the 79% of turnover that appears to be related to
factors other than wages.

• Further study of the impacts of experience on perfor-
mance. Detailed data was collected from two systems as
part of this study. Using the methodologies developed,
additional research is needed at other systems to validate
the initial results. Additional study of the impact of tenure
on rider complaint rates is needed in particular. As noted
in Chapter 6, the two case studies conducted to date show
conflicting results.

• Additional study of operator training programs and the rela-
tionship between training efforts and approaches on oper-
ator turnover, reliability (attendance), and service quality
(on-time performance and complaint rates).

• Continued study of industry experiences with workforce
integration and wage parity. This study indicated a grow-
ing interest in cross-training and integrating paratransit
and fixed-route workforces. It also documented that sig-
nificant benefits can accrue and that the costs of wage
parity are often off-set by gains in productivity and work-
force flexibility. Continued documentation of efforts and
accomplishments in this area would be helpful to the
industry.

• Additional research on the development and use of inno-
vative procurement and contracting provisions. This study
demonstrated that workforce instability is much greater 
in contracted ADA paratransit operations. It also demon-
strated that, in contracting arrangements where providers
are paid per vehicle-hour, it is important for public transit
agencies to ensure that service is productive. Workforce
stability has now been shown to be a significant factor in
productivity; experienced operators have shown to be 8%
to 24% more productive. Additional research is needed to
document the effectiveness of various procurement and
contracting approaches that are being developed to ensure
workforce stability.

C H A P T E R  1 1

Future Research Needs
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• Expanded input from vehicle operators. The focus groups
conducted as part of this study were very insightful. Addi-
tional input from vehicle operators is needed to develop a
more detailed understanding of recruitment and retention
issues. This might include additional focus groups with
operators, or exit interviews with former operators.

• Documentation of additional best practices. Several exam-
ples of best practices, identified through the national sur-
vey and follow-up contacts were developed. However, con-
tinued identification, documentation, and dissemination
of best practices in recruitment, screening, training, and
management of turnover is needed.
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Abbreviations and acronyms used without definitions in TRB publications:

AAAE American Association of Airport Executives
AASHO American Association of State Highway Officials
AASHTO American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials
ACI–NA Airports Council International–North America
ACRP Airport Cooperative Research Program
ADA Americans with Disabilities Act
APTA American Public Transportation Association
ASCE American Society of Civil Engineers
ASME American Society of Mechanical Engineers
ASTM American Society for Testing and Materials
ATA Air Transport Association
ATA American Trucking Associations
CTAA Community Transportation Association of America
CTBSSP Commercial Truck and Bus Safety Synthesis Program
DHS Department of Homeland Security
DOE Department of Energy
EPA Environmental Protection Agency
FAA Federal Aviation Administration
FHWA Federal Highway Administration
FMCSA Federal Motor Carrier Safety Administration
FRA Federal Railroad Administration
FTA Federal Transit Administration
HMCRP Hazardous Materials Cooperative Research Program
IEEE Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers
ISTEA Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991
ITE Institute of Transportation Engineers
NASA National Aeronautics and Space Administration
NASAO National Association of State Aviation Officials
NCFRP National Cooperative Freight Research Program
NCHRP National Cooperative Highway Research Program
NHTSA National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
NTSB National Transportation Safety Board
PHMSA Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety Administration
RITA Research and Innovative Technology Administration
SAE Society of Automotive Engineers
SAFETEA-LU Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: 
 A Legacy for Users (2005)
TCRP Transit Cooperative Research Program
TEA-21 Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (1998)
TRB Transportation Research Board
TSA Transportation Security Administration
U.S.DOT United States Department of Transportation
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