
 
 

Barriers and Catalysts for Statewide Coordination of Transportation Services 

Summary of Research Findings 
 
Most public transit in the United States suffers from low ridership, high per-unit costs, and 
inadequate supply of service provision.  Congress added provisions requiring coordination of 
transportation services before states can receive some federal monies authorized in the 
Safe, Accountable, Flexible, Efficient Transportation Equity Act: A Legacy for Users 
(SAFETEA-LU). Transportation coordination can take the form of shared operations, 
coordinated planning, or consolidated administration.  South Carolina is creating state-level 
coordination guidelines as well as regional coordination plans through a statewide 
interagency effort. Creating these guidelines requires familiarity and understanding of who 
current stakeholders are, how they work individually and collaboratively, and what 
encourages or impedes coordinated service in South Carolina.  This study contributes to 
South Carolina’s efforts with objectives including: 
 

• to  make recommendations and provide guidance to eliminate service duplication, 
• to identify any restrictive rules or policies, 
• to suggest the pooling or consolidating of resources and activities, 
• to recommend means of information sharing among service providers, 
• to identify ways to tap into other federal and state sources of funding utilized by 

other state agencies to provide transportation, 
• to propose expanding service to unserved or underserved areas of the state, and 
• to offer ideas for improving access to jobs, medical services, and education. 

 
To achieve these objectives, Clemson University researchers identified 1,494 public transit 
stakeholders in South Carolina (transportation operators, agencies providing health and 
human services, government agencies, special interest groups, and common destinations 
for transit trips).  A sample of 247 of these stakeholders (±4.8-percent confidence interval 
at 90-percent confidence) completed a survey in 2006 to indicate existing or potential 
transit coordination activities.  The research team followed up on the survey with case study 
site visits to three council-of-governments regions in the state. This study examined five 
primary types of stakeholders and characterized their needs.   
 

• Regional transit providers handle the large-scale transit needs of regions.  Their 
role in coordination depends largely on how to define which human-service 
transportation can and should mingle with the general traveling public.  Problems 
with coordination largely arise from the differences in agency size between regional 
transit agencies and smaller human-service providers.  This difference in scale can 
alternatively provide strength in that regional transit authorities typically invest in 
technology and administrative systems beyond the reach of smaller agencies. 

• South Carolina’s survey responses have demonstrated that stakeholders directly 
involved with transportation needs in the state feel the basic needs of the elderly 
are left unmet.   Expanded transportation services could enable the baby boomers to 
remain mobile and involved in their communities as they age, but anticipated 
increases in demand pose a threat against already insufficient levels of funding.   

• Service providers for people with disabilities and special needs have many clients 
who cannot mix with the general public due to behavioral disabilities; however, some 
providers have found positive results when hand-selecting which of their consumers 
can participate in shared transportation.   

• Head Start programs serve small children and work under legislative mandate 
(South Carolina’s Jacob’s Law) to use vehicles with school-bus chassis; differing 
programmatic requirements between Head Start programs and state school systems 



make coordination with school districts difficult, thus sharing of planning or 
maintenance resources might be more plausible than shared operations. 

• Finally, Native American tribes have their own governments, making them 
individual entities that need to come to the table for coordination.  South Carolina 
currently recognizes thirteen tribes. Increasing awareness of tribal transportation 
needs and opportunities forms the first critical step in serving frequently-isolated 
Native American populations. 

 
The body of research literature has documented the barriers that inhibit coordination, as 
indicated in the table.  
 

Categorized Barriers to Transit Coordination 

Financial 
• We would need start-up money 

for coordination.  
• There are not sufficient financial 

incentives for coordination.  
• Federal monies are designated for 

specific purposes.  
• Different matching requirements 

exist.  
• We are uncertain about cost 

allocation between participants 
and funding agencies.  

• We lack information about funds.  
 
Operational 

• Insurance and liability issues  
• Incompatible client needs and 

characteristics  
• Different service standards  
• Vehicle specifications/availability  
• Labor arrangements  
• Incompatible communications 

equipment  
• Resolute service area boundaries  

Policy/Regulatory 
• Federal leadership disallows coordination.  
• State leadership disallows coordination.  
• Systems for paying for authorizing, 

tracking, & paying for transportation are 
different.  

• Planning criteria differ.  
• The use of vehicles has restrictions.  
• Fares have restrictions. 

 
Informational 

• Client and data confidentiality issues  
• Lack of uniformity data collection, 

reporting, and accounting  
• Burden of data collection  

 
Attitudinal 

• Lack of trust among organizations  
• Uncertainty about shared use of 

resources  
• Skepticism about benefits  
• Reluctance to mix client groups  
• Communication barrier among 

organizations 
 
The process for coordinating transportation involves seven basic steps. 
 

1. Identify stakeholders. 
2. Set goals and objectives. 
3. Define performance criteria and 

data needs. 
4. Evaluate regional improvements. 

5. Develop alternative plan scenarios. 
6. Evaluate alternatives and select 

best option. 
7. Implement process or plan. 

 
 
The “eighth step” in this seven-step process is iteration. Stakeholders will change, 
populations will evolve, and coordination partners must correspondingly re-evaluate goals 
and strategies. Partners must create short-term victories and long-term planning. 
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