Final Report
TMW90-03.3

ASSESSING OREGON'S CONTINUING
TRANSIT FINANCING SYSTEM

VOLUME III:
CONSTRUCTING THE 1990 PUBLIC
TRANSPORTATIONSTUDY PROCESS:

REFLECTIONSOF THE 1988
RESEARCH TEAM

by

Janice Dean
Research Assistant
and
Sheldon M. Edner
Professor of Public Administration
(Principal Investigator)

Center for Urban Studies
Portland State University
Portland, OR 97207-0751

Transportation Northwest (TransNow)
Department of Civil Engineering
University of Washington
Box352700
Seattle, Washington 98195

February 1990



DISCLAIMER

The contents of this report reflect the views o the authors, who are
responsible for the facts and the accuracy of the data presented herein. This
document is disseminated under the sponsorship o the Department of
Transportation UTC Grant Program in the interest of information exchange. The
U.S. Government assumes no liability for the contentsor use thereof. Sponsorship
for the loca match portion of this research project was provided by the Public
Transportation Divison of the Oregon Department of Transportation. The
contents do not necessarily reflect the views or policies d the U.S. Department of
Transportation or any o the local sponsors. This report does not constitute a
standard, specification, or regulation.



CONSTRUCTING THE 1990 TRANSPORTATION STUDY PROCESS

The 1988 Oregon Public Transportation Studv provided a solid foundation of

information about Oregon's transportation providers. In particular, it furnished
information on which revenue sourcesmembersof theindustry are utilizing, expenditure
patterns, capital and operating revenue needs, the projected increased demandsfor public
transportation, and the ability of providers to make use of available resources in their
strategic planning. The study al so substantiated that many membersof theindustry do not
identify themselves as transportation providers, particularly the Special Need
Transportation providers. The research process also revealed several additional factors
about the process of collecting information that should be taken into account in future
studies of Oregon's Public Transportation community. Hence, this report is aimed at
suggesting an approach to future research effortsto improve theinformation collected both
substantively and in termsof reliability. In particular, some of theissues that should be
dedlt with include:

* public transportation providers need to be identified and classified by clearly
articulated standards, and definitions,

* thesizeand complexity of thequestionnaireshould be reduced,

* there was some"* double reporting' which was not detected until the analysisof
the SNT providersand there. was difficulty in distinguishingcontracting agencies
framdirect providers,

* theresponserate waslower than idedl,

* datafurnished by the providersdid not awaysrelateonly to their transportation
program, and

» someof the budget numbersthe providersreported have proven to beinaccurate.

Before the next Oregon Public Transportation Survey is undertaken, Oregon's

population of transportation providers needsto be moreaccurately defined. When the 1988

study began, the Center for Urban Studies was provided three listsof prior grant recipients

and known agencies. Thelists wereduplicative, the recipientswere not identified by their

size or the type of service they furnish (i.e., Small City and Rura versus Special Need
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Transportation), and transportation providerswere not differentiated from the agencieswho
solely administered fundsor contract for service with the moniesthey receive. Theselists
were predictable given the prior lack of state legidative policy mandate to monitor the
industry. During the next two years, the Public Transit Division should develop a
program, involving representatives of the industry, for categorizing these agencies by
standard criteriafor both monitoring and financial management purposes.

The purpose of the 1990 study should be more tightly defined to permit better
specification of research instruments. The Public Transit Divison (PTD) originaly advised
the research team that a long survey instrument would be difficult for some agenciesto
complete. The reasons were compound, including a lack of historical information
gathering by agencies, staff and expertise. The research team in trying to accomplish an
academically rigorous information base erred on the side of too rigidly specifying data
needs and collection techniques. The primary issueis the balance between establishingthe
overall credibility of the product and the usefulnessof the data collected for analysis. A
more extensive process of consultation on data needs, building on the already established
credibility of the most recent study, may identify more practical meansfor achieving the
samelegitimacy and analytical godls.

As a beginning, more extensive background information (i.e., number and
condition of vehicles) should be gathered as a regular part of PTD’s monitoring and
oversight responsibilities. This should also include information on future capital needs
because they can require providersto supply continuous projectionsthat can provide a
more accurate basisfor approximating and estimating future needs. That information could
then beincorporatedinto the biennia report with |ess dependenceon one shot estimates.

The public transportationindustry in Oregon is a diverse enterprise, In order to
identify and understand the various components, separate survey instruments should be
designed for each category of provider. Because many of the SNT agencies provide

transportationfor their clients while they fulfill their primary mission as social service



agencies, aportionof the study should alow each agency to identify its purpose and how
transportation relatestofulfilling their mission.

To eliminate " double reporting,” two different surveys should be designed. A
cover letter should ask agencies which only administer STF moniesor contract for the
provision of servicetoreturnan enclosed postcard. A questionnairerequesting the name(s)
of contractor(s) and the dollar amountsof their contractsor grantscan then be mailed to
these agencies. A different form would be mailed to contractors or fund recipients that
would aso provideverification of numberssent by contractingagencies. Questions should
also be added to the survey which alow providersto identify themselves as contractors,
request the namesof all of the agenciesthey have contracts with, and ask the size of each of
their contracts. Contacts for phone or written verification of information should be
requiredinformation.

The majority of the agencies who provide door-to-door service for their elderly
and/or handicapped clients require reservations. As a gauge of the need for additional
support for SNT programs, this requirement should be more thoroughly investigated.
Questionswhich should be asked include:

 how agenciesprioritizethalr rides,

o if clients are perceived as being aware of reservation systems and as a resullt,

scheduleahead,
« areagencieshaving to turn away Users,

* dothey taly the number of requeststhey receivefor rides,
 arethereincomeleve requirementsclients must mest;

« the names of other agencies and contacts that deliver similar servicesin their
servicearea

Although standardized questionnaires produce quantifiable, comparable data, the
information which is gathered is limited by the questions asked. A portion of the next
study's participants, either randomly selected or chosen by stratification should be

contacted by phone or in person to provide a superior profileof Oregon's transportation



providers. Alternatively a seriesof focus groups could be established to provide overall
impressionsof theindustry's status.

The 1990 study should begin in January rather than in June. There were a number
of agencieswho phoned to apologizefor their lack participation in the 1988 survey because
they were too busy with their end of the year reports. This should alsoresultin the report
being prepared earlier and available to provide data at the beginning of the legidative
session.

There were problemsgathering reliable budget numbers. While the research team
used a standardized method for collectinginformation, the lack of experiencewith thiskind
of reporting system lead to confusion and inaccuracies. Only the experienceof the PTD
staff lead to cleaning up of thedata. The process of data collection should be designedto
help agencies learn to gather accurate revenue, budget, and capital needs estimates.
Through experience, reporting requirements would reduce errorsand poor estimates. For
example, Tri-Met’s reported budget amount for 1988-89 was off by $90 million. The
communicationprocessof routinely reportingdatawould reduce errors such asthis.

Beforethe next major study, severa smaller studiescould be performed to provide
agood understanding of the membersof theindustry. A data base should be established
to corroborate and support any findings. Short questionnaireswhich deal with specific
areas of interest could be mailed to providers with a stamped, self addressed postcards
offeringachoiceaf timesit would be convenient for the agency to receivea phonecall and
respond to the questions posed on the survey. Thistechnique would allow themthetimeto
review the questions and retrieve any data necessary to respond. It should increase the
response rate because it eliminates the time consuming process of filling out the
guestionnaire. By dividing the survey into several smaller parts, a large amount of

information could still be gathered.



Additionaly, the PTD staff would profit from an annual seminar on industry
performance standards and characteristics. Using an outsidefacilitator, the staff would be
asked to review and comment on the previous transportation study and theresultsof their
other datacollection effortsduring the year. Thisinformation could becompiled asa basis
for critiquing the next biennia public transportation study and to correct and improve the
gdf's collective understanding of their congtituency.

In the context of financial data, there is a lack of industry continuity in the
identification of revenue sources. Particularly among the small, special need providers,
there is a tendency to confuse revenue sources with agency mission. Hence, if the
predominant resourceproviderisasocia service agency, the recipient definesitself morein
thoseterms. Conversdly, if the predominant resource provider is a transportation agency,
the recipient orients to that context. Thisleads to inconsistent responsesfrom different
agencies which may fundamentally accomplish the same tasks and functions. Seminars
and workshops oriented toward establishing a common understanding of accounting
practices and experience with different approaches to revenue management will help

reci pientsappreciatemorefully thediversecontext within which they operate.



CONCLUSION

The1988 Oregon Public Transportation Study is fundamentally a sound report on

the respondents who submitted the survey materia. In only a couple of instances were
real, substantial datainaccuraciesrevealed. The basic problem wasin getting the agencies
receiving the survey instrument to respond. In some cases old mailing lists were a
problem. In others, the complexity of the instrument deterred completion. In yet others,
the respondentsfailed to identify themselveswith the constituency the research instrument
sought to poll. To resolve these fundamental communication patterns, the PTD staff
should develop a series of training and information seminars intended to create a greater
sense of collectiveidentity in the industry. Using a training instrument as a facade, the
staff can develop greater common understanding of the importance of the data collection
function and the relevant terminology. Over time, aggregate data trends will provide a

basisfor gaugingtheinherentreliability of any one annuad or biennial data collection effort.



