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WHAT IS THE TRANSIT 
“PRODUCT”? 



Is this the 
transit 

product? 



What's the essential product of a police 
force? 

Police build 
confidence in 
cities as places to 
live and invest 

Police participate in 
community programs, 
fundraising for good causes 

Sirens make 
city sound 
exciting 

Law 
enforcement 

Police provide 
dramatic content for 
film, TV, video 



The walls 
around your life 

Red = 15 min 
Orange = 30 min 
Yellow = 45 min 
Green = 60 min 

Where 
can I be, 
soon? 



Not just the area, 
of course, but 
the amount of 
stuff in them. 

What % of a city's jobs, shops, 
parks, churches, potential 
friends, can I get to in 30 
minutes?  
 
How much of the city, in all its 
richness, is available to me? 

What if we were trying to grow these “blobs”? 



Abundant Access means 

free. 

as many people as possible … 

able to reach as many destinations as possible … 

as quickly as possible … 

so that they have as many real choices and opportunities 
as possible … 

and are therefore … 



A network of routes that 
optimizes: 
 
1.  Frequency 
2.  Span 
3.  Connections 
4.  Speed 
5.  Reliability 
6.  Capacity 



How do they 
contribute to 

Abundant 
Access? 



Frequency is key 

•  Most overlooked 

•  Offers a “cubed” value: 
• Go when you want to 
• Connections! 
• Reliability 

•  Key to affordability  
 



... But frequency is hard to explain. 

•  Elevators? 
•  Traffic signals? 

 Imagine that there's a 
gate at the end of 
your driveway that 
opens only once an 
hour! 



The image cannot be displayed. Your computer may not have enough memory to open the image, or the image may have been corrupted. Restart your computer, and then open the file again. If the red x still appears, you may have to delete the image and then insert it again.

But is high frequency what you want? 

The Frequency-Coverage trade-off 



High ridership and high frequency trade-off 
against wide geographic coverage 

•  Maximizing ridership involves thinking like a business. 

•  Businesses focus their service on markets where their 
product can succeed.  

•  This is not the same as meeting people’s needs or 
expectations. 



How should a transit agency allocate its 
resources? 

Fictional Urban Area 
 
Dots = residents and 
jobs 
 
You have 18 buses 

The image cannot be displayed. Your computer may not have enough memory to open the image, or the image may have been corrupted. Restart your computer, and then open the file again. If the red 
x still appears, you may have to delete the image and then insert it again.



Ridership Goal “Frequent Network” 

Performance Measure: Productivity



Coverage Goal “Some service for everyone” 

Performance Measure: Coverage
 



Both goals are important,  
… but they lead opposite directions! 

Ridership Goal

•  “Think like a business.”   
•  Low subsidy per passenger. 
•  Support dense and 

walkable development. 
•  Maximum VMT reduction. 
•  Maximum job access. 

Coverage Goal

•  “Access for all” 
•  Support suburban low-

density development. 
•  Lifeline access for everyone, 

no matter where they live. 
•  Service to every city, district 

or taxpayer. 



So it helps to choose a point on the spectrum … 

Ridership Goal Coverage Goal

Richmond leaders said:  
•  Shift from 50% Ridership to 

70% Ridership 
•  We understand that some 

people will be unhappy. 





High-Ridership 
Alternative

80% of 
service pursues goal 
of RIDERSHIP

20% of  
service pursues goal 
of COVERAGE

15 min 

30 min 

60 min 



High-Coverage 
Alternative

50% of 
service pursues goal 
of RIDERSHIP

50% of 
service pursues goal 
of COVERAGE

15 min 

30 min 

60 min 





Existing Network



New Network



BEYOND CLASS CONFLICT 



Challenge binary thinking: 

“Choice Rider” 
“Make him leave the car in 
the driveway.” 

“Dependent or Captive 
Rider” 
“Has to use transit no 
matter how bad it is.” 



Challenge binary thinking: 

“Choice Rider” 

“Dependent or 
Captive Rider” 

It’s a spectrum! 

People are all in different situations, with different options, so 
incremental improvements will change their choice. 



So who are “transit dependent” people? 
 

•  Early Adopters 
•  Pioneers 

They use transit before others will … 

They know it from the inside … 
 



Transit thrives on 
diversity, not 
specialization 

Beware of: 
 
•  Elites telling you how to “win” their ridership 

 
•  Specialized advocates telling you what their people 

need 
 

•  Symbolic transit that “supports” development 



The best transit for 
everyone isn’t necessarily 
the ideal thing for  

•  you  
•  people you know, or  
•  any particular group. 

But it is the path to 
Abundant Access. 



Thank you. 

Michelle Poyourow
Principal Associate
HumanTransit.org 



TECHNOLOGY WILL (NOT) 
SAVE US! 
 
 
Technology never changes geometry! 
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Geometric 

Empirical 

Subjective 

A car takes up at least 50 sq ft. 

People don’t like buses. 

Transit use is higher in denser places. 



Geometry bats last: 



Problem
  

Solution
  

Emissions 
Efficient Use of Energy 

Efficient use of Human Labor 
Safety 

Efficient Use of Space 
(in dense cities) 

Electric 
Vehicles 

Autonomous 
Vehicles 

Big Vehicles 
(Transit) 
 
 



It’s about Space 

 
 
 

•  Technology never changes geometry! 

Bus Private Car Uber/Lyft Car Driverless Car Driverless Bus? 

Much worse, 
really!  Induced 
demand! 


