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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Background
The primary goal of the Riverside Transit Agency (RTA) Market Assessment and Strategic Directions Study
is to identify strategies that can be immediately implemented to encourage additional transit ridership.
To support this initiative, RTA seeks to better understand factors that contributed to the ridership
declines through May 20181 as they relate to current and potential customers, particularly external
factors including economic growth, increase in the prevalence of Uber and Lyft, changes in car ownership
and low gas prices.
To better understand key motivations and drivers of transit use, RTA solicited feedback from its
stakeholders using a two-pronged approach. An onboard survey was conducted with 2,123 current
transit customers between April 24 and May 12, 2018 to determine their satisfaction levels with RTA
services and to determine how RTA can encourage them to increase their use of RTA services and retain
them as loyal customers. Feedback was also sought from 1,568 non-riders who live in the RTA service
area to determine how they currently travel, their level of interest in using public transit for at least some
of their trips, and to determine what would motivate them to use public transit.
The objective of this report is to present key findings from the onboard customer survey and general
public (potential customer) survey including:










Changes in the current customer profile since the 2013-2014 Comprehensive Operational
Analysis (COA) where questions from both studies allow comparisons
Changes in customer travel patterns compared to a year ago
Current riders’ intent to ride RTA one year from now
Factors that would encourage individuals to ride more often
Overall satisfaction and satisfaction with key service attributes
Opportunities and barriers to increase ridership
Potential customer awareness of RTA
Potential customer profiles
Factors that would encourage potential customers to use RTA

Methodology
The onboard survey was conducted with customers over the age of 13 who were non-RTA employees.
Upon boarding customers were offered a survey in English or Spanish with a postage-free mail-back
option for those who did not have time to complete a survey during their trip. Overall onboard survey
results can be considered accurate at +/- 2.0 percent at a 95 percent confidence level.

1

RTA Ridership Data: Ridership has been up since June 2018. June +1.8 percent, July +2.3 percent, August +3
percent and September + 0.1 percent.
1
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The potential customer survey was conducted via online panel surveying for persons living in western
Riverside County. Those who ride infrequently, were previous riders, or have never ridden, were
screened by age, eliminating those under the age of 18, and then by ZIP code and city to determine if
they reside within RTA’s service area. The overall general survey results can be considered accurate at +/2.5 percent at a 95 percent confidence level.

Key Findings
Current RTA Customer
Transit Dependency
More of RTA’s customers are transit dependent than they were in 2013 when the last COA was
conducted.




Most customers do not have a vehicle available for their use (83 percent)
More than half of RTA riders (59 percent) do not have a driver’s license
Almost one third have no other means of transportation (30 percent)

Customer Profile
Students and persons who are employed comprise the majority of the ridership base. It follows that just
over half of customers say they ride the bus at least five days a week. The average household income of
RTA customers has declined since 2014.








Over half (53 percent) of RTA riders say they are employed either full-time or part-time which is
down from 70 percent in 2013.
Almost half of RTA’s customers are students (48 percent2) essentially unchanged from 2013.
Half of RTA customers (51 percent) use the bus at least five days a week, which is comparable to
49 percent in 2013.
The proportion of individuals who are seniors (65 and older) has doubled to six percent from
three percent.
Twenty-percent of riders say they have a disability and more than half (52 percent) of persons
over 60 say they have a disability.
Approximately one-half of RTA riders (51 percent) have been riding RTA for two years or less,
which is on-par with the 50 percent in 2013.
The proportion of individuals who identify themselves as Latino or Hispanic has increased from 37
percent to 41 percent compared to 49 percent for Riverside County.3

2

Thirty percent of bus boardings are students from two-year or four-year colleges and universities, while 10 percent
attend high school and middle school, and eight percent attend other institutions or did not specify.
3
U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 2016
2
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It follows that 46 percent speak a language other than English at home and most (81 percent)
speak Spanish.
The vast majority of RTA customers (88 percent) live in households with annual incomes of less
than $50,000.
More than two-thirds of RTA customers (70 percent up from 63 percent in 2013) live in
households with annual household incomes of less than $25,000 compared to 19 percent of
Riverside County residents.

Trip Purpose
School and work remain the top reasons customers ride the bus, however the proportion of school trips
has dropped by seven points since 2013.
 Traveling to school (31 percent) or work (29 percent) are the most common reasons customers
cite for using the bus.
 Personal errands (nine percent), social recreational related trips (eight percent), shopping (eight
percent) and medical trips (six percent) are collectively almost a third of trips.

Riding Frequency
Most customers say they are riding with the same frequency that they were a year ago which suggests
that the decline in ridership is from persons who have stopped riding the bus rather than from persons
who are using it less frequently. However, more than one-third (36 percent) say they plan to use the bus
less a year from now. Individuals who identify as students are more likely to say they will ride less one
year from now (42 percent), compared to 31 percent who are non-students. Because students comprise
approximately half of all riders declining RTA use from this group will likely have a substantial effect on
ridership.
The top three reasons customers cite for planning to use the bus less are:




The expectation of having a car (50 percent)
Obtaining a driver’s license (17 percent)
The prospect of having more money (15 percent) allowing other choices

Customer Satisfaction
There is a high level of overall satisfaction with riders awarding a 4.13 on the five-point scale. Three
quarters of riders give a satisfaction rating of “4“or above and just five percent are not satisfied.




Rider satisfaction is highest with the Ride Guide, coach operator courtesy, and the use of
technology such as iAlerts, Wi-Fi and BusWatch.
Customer satisfaction is lowest with the time waiting for the bus, hours of service and the cost of
a monthly pass.
Almost three-quarters (71 percent) of RTA riders are likely to recommend RTA service to a friend
or colleague.

3
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Non-students are more likely to say they would recommend RTA (74 percent) than students (69
percent).
Of those individuals who have been using RTA for at least five years, 77 percent would
recommend it compared to 66 percent of riders who have been using the service for six months
or less.

Encouraging More Frequent Use
Although the COA addressed service improvements to improve service frequency and travel time, these
items remain at the forefront of current riders desired improvements.


When customers were asked to select the top three factors that might encourage them to ride
RTA more often more affordable monthly passes (30 percent), more frequent bus service (29
percent) and shorter wait times (29 percent) topped the list.

Potential Customer
Awareness
RTA’s awareness level is high among the general public at 80 percent unaided awareness, and 89 percent
total awareness which combines those who identified RTA without prompting as well as those who were
asked directly if they had heard of RTA. RTA’s newer service offerings have a lower awareness among the
general population.




Unaided awareness increases with age, starting at 52 percent for those under 20 and increasing
to 72 percent for people in their 20s, 81 percent for people in their 30s, and 84 to 88 percent or
higher for those in their 40s, 50s and older
Awareness of RTA’s specialized services is lower at 28 percent for RapidLink and 36 percent for
CommuterLink

RTA’s Impact on the Community
The general public was asked to rate their agreement about RTA’s impact on the community using a fivepoint scale where 1 equates to “Strongly Disagree” and 5 equates to “Strongly Agree.”



“Public transit is important to the community” received the strongest level of agreement with an
average score of 4.19.
The other two statements received significantly lower levels of agreement, with “Public transit is
an important contributor to achieving environmental goals in the community” receiving an
average agreement score of 3.89, and “RTA provides a viable alternative to the private
automobile” receiving the lowest average score of 3.75.

4
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TNC Use
Use of TNCs is common, but infrequent. At 47 percent, almost half of potential customers have used
Uber or Lyft, but 74 percent say they use it less than once a month and over two-thirds (71 percent) also
indicate that their use of TNCs has no impact on riding RTA buses.

Former RTA Customers
Cars are the dominant reason for loss of previous riders with almost half (46 percent) saying that they
bought a car to replace their trip on RTA and another third (34 percent) saying they switched to a car that
they already had. Together this accounts for 80 percent of all lost riders.


The primary reasons for switching to driving alone are privacy and comfort of driving alone (38
percent), and travel by bus taking too long (23 percent).

Three-quarters of previous (76 percent) and infrequent (75 percent) riders would consider riding again or
more, respectively. Even among those who have never used RTA, 42 percent say they would consider
riding the bus.

Growing the Customer Base
The factors cited by non-riders are recurrent of themes identified in the COA.



The largest ridership impact factor is increased service frequency (24 percent), followed by fewer
transfers (22 percent) and expanded span of service (18 percent).
At a lower level, increased safety and better control of rider behavior and hygiene were each
cited by 11 percent of potential customers.

Strategies to Retain Existing and Attract New Customers
Strategies to decrease ridership loss and increase ridership growth will revolve around retaining current
customers, recruiting new customers and to a lesser extent reclaiming lost customers. This will involve a
commitment to continuous evaluation of services and ongoing marketing and public outreach campaigns.
RTA and other transit agencies face a set of formidable competitors: the car, and to a lesser extent TNCs
and other active and passive transportation modes such as walking and bicycling. This is reflected in
declining transit ridership on a national level as customers (potential and existing) abandon transit as a
consideration most often in favor of the automobile which delivers reduced travel time in the comfort
and privacy of their automobile. Stable gasoline prices, increased mileage efficiency, the lure of less travel
time, flexibility and the abundance of technology from Bluetooth to navigation systems add to the
magnetism of the automobile.
To generate additional ridership RTA must continue to close any gaps between customers’ expectations
and its current service offering and then effectively communicate the improved service proposition to
retain existing and recruit new customers and when feasible regain lost customers. Evaluating service
frequency, length of travel time and the perceived value of the fare will be central to this effort.
5
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CURRENT RTA CUSTOMERS FINDINGS
Onboard Survey Methodology
A total of 2,123 surveys were collected between April 24 and May 12, 2018 which exceeded the target of
1,600. Data collection was primarily conducted between 6 a.m. and 8 p.m. Surveys were collected on
both weekdays and weekends in relative proportion to daily ridership. Data collection was conducted
when schools were in session to ensure students were accurately reflected in the results. Overall survey
results can be considered accurate at +/- 2.0 percent at a 95 percent confidence level.
All customers over the age of 13 who were non-RTA employees were offered a survey upon boarding
surveyed buses. The survey was available in English and Spanish and a mail-back option was also
available to riders who did not have time to complete a survey during their trip.

Customer Profile
Transit Dependency
A growing number of riders are transit dependent. Although there are slight differences in the way the
questions4 were asked between the COA and RTA Market Assessment and Strategic Directions Study, 83
percent of riders, up from 66 percent in 2013, did not have a vehicle available to make their trip. Almost
one-third of riders (30 percent) have no other means of transportation other than the bus. Of those who
do, walking or riding a bike (22 percent) is most frequently mentioned followed by using a transportation
network company (TNC) alternative (15 percent) or driving alone (13 percent).
More than half of RTA riders (59 percent) do not have a driver’s license and the younger the rider the less
likely they are to have one. Eighty-seven percent of riders under 20 do not have a license which drops to
61 percent for persons in their 20s and continues to
Figure 1: Current Customer – Income
decrease to a low of 40 percent for persons in their
60s.
Twenty-percent of riders say they have a disability. The
proportion of individuals with a disability increases with
age from five percent for those under 20, to 52 percent
for people who are 60 and over.

Household Income

$50K+
12%

$25K $49K
18%

INCOME

The vast majority of riders live in households with an
annual household income of less than $50,000 (88
percent vs 85 percent in 2013). More than two-thirds
of RTA customers (70 percent) live in households with
an annual household income of less than $25,000
4

2013 question asked about auto ownership, 2018 question asked about vehicle availability for trip.
7
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LESS
THAN
$25K
70%

compared to 19 percent of Riverside County residents5. The proportion of individuals living in households
with annual incomes of $25,000 or less has increased to 70 percent from 63 percent in 2013 which is
offset by a seven point decline in households with annual incomes of more than $25,000.

Life Stage
Students (48 percent) make up almost half of all RTA customers which is virtually unchanged from 46
percent in 2013. This is consistent with the 41 percent of riders who are 16 to 24 years old.
Over half (53 percent) of RTA riders say they are employed either full-time or part-time which is down
from 70 percent in 2013. However, individuals who are of working age (25-64
years) are 50 percent which is similar to the 48 percent noted in 2013.
Persons sixty-five and older, as a proportion of riders has doubled, (6 percent
compared to 3 percent) since the last study was conducted. This is likely a
function of two factors, the increasing percentage of persons in the population
who are 65 or over coupled with a higher likelihood that these individuals may
have a disability which prevents them from driving.
The percentage of customers 15 and under is three percent, on-par with the
previous study.
Figure 2: Current Customer - Trip Purpose

Trip Purpose
The vast majority of trips (91 percent) fall into six trip
categories. Almost two-thirds (60 percent) are
generated by either work (29 percent) or school (31
percent) followed by personal errands (nine
percent), social recreational related trips (eight
percent), shopping (eight percent) and medical trips
(six percent). The proportion of work at 29 percent
is essentially flat when compared to 2013, 27
percent. However, the proportion of school related
trips dropped to 31 percent from 37 percent.
The effects of historic low unemployment and a
stronger economy point to some changes in tripmaking patterns. In line with a stronger economy,
more riders are using RTA for shopping and personal
errands (17 percent compared to 11 percent).

MED./SOC.
SERVICES
6%

OTHER
8%
SCHOOL/
COLLEGE
31%

SOC/REC
8%

SHOPPING
8%

TRIP
PURPOSE

ERRANDS
9%
WORK
29%

Length of Use
5

U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates. (2017). Household Income in the Past 12
Months (In 2017 Inflation-Adjusted Dollars) using American Factfinder.
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Approximately one-half of RTA riders (51 percent)
have been riding RTA for two years or less, which is onpar with the 50 percent in 2013. This suggests that
there is a continual turnover in ridership which is
consistent with a high proportion of customers who
are students. There is some shift in rider loyalty among
age brackets between studies. One-third of RTA riders
(34 percent) have been customers for five or more
years, up from 28 percent in the 2013. The proportion
of riders who have been riding between six months
and two years has increased to 36 percent from 29
percent which may in part be attributable to the new
service introductions such as RapidLink and
CommuterLink.

Figure 3: Current Customer - Length of Time as Rider

FIRST
TIME
1%

5+ YRS
34%

LENGTH OF
TIME AS
CUSTOMER

Students are more likely to be newer riders with
almost two-thirds (62 percent) new to RTA in the past
two years. By comparison, 41 percent of those who
are not enrolled in school have been riding less than
two years.

3-4 YRS
15%

6
MONTHS
- 2 YRS
36%

Figure 4: Current Customer - Ethnicity

Frequency of Use
Frequency of use among riders is essentially
unchanged from 2013. Half of RTA customers (51
percent) use the bus at least five days a week, which
is comparable to 49 percent in 2013. Frequency of
use in 2018 is also similar to 2013 at lower levels, at
28 and 25 percent for three to four days a week and
13 percent and 14 percent for one to two days a
week.

PACIFIC
ISLANDER
NATIVE 1% OTHER
AM.
1%
ASIAN
3%
7%
HISPANIC/
LATINO
41%

MULTIRACIAL
10%

ETHNICITY

Ethnicity
The proportion of individuals who identify
themselves as Latino or Hispanic has increased from
37 percent to 41 percent while the percent of riders
who identify themselves as White has declined to 17
percent from 22 percent since 2013. The proportion
of individuals who identify themselves as Latino or

9
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BLACK
21%

Hispanic has increased from 37 percent to 41 percent compared to 49 percent for Riverside County6.
There is no measurable change in any other group.

Language
Almost half of RTA’s customers (46 percent) speak a language other than English at
home and most (81 percent) speak Spanish. As a proportion of all RTA customers 37
percent speak Spanish at home compared to 34 percent of Riverside County
residents who speak Spanish at home7. Other languages, spoken at home are:
Tagalog (two percent), Chinese (two percent) and French, Hindi, Japanese, Korean
and Vietnamese, each at one percent. Two percent of households speak American
Sign Language. Of those who speak another language, the vast majority of
customers (87 percent) speak English “well” or “very well”.

Changes in Level of Customer Use
Of those riding the bus, just seven percent say they are riding less than they were a year ago. Fifty-one
percent are riding more and 41 percent cite no change in use. This suggests that the majority of the
ridership decline is from individuals who are leaving the system rather than those who are riding less.
Students (six percent) are nearly equally as likely as non-students (nine percent) to say they are riding RTA
buses less than they were a year ago.
The top three reasons cited for riding less frequently are: traveling less (27 percent), having a car (20
percent) and changes in job or home locations (19 percent). Service related factors mentioned for riding
less include: destination not served by transit (nine percent), service not operating at times needed (nine
percent) and taking too long to travel (13 percent).

Future Use
One year from now, half of RTA customers (51 percent) expect to be riding with the same frequency as
they did in May 2018 and twelve percent expect to be riding more often. However, more than one-third
(36 percent) say they will be riding less. Individuals who identify as students are more likely to say they
will ride less one year from now (42 percent), compared to 31 percent who are non-students.
As a rider’s age increases, the likelihood they will be riding the bus less one year from now decreases.
Riders who are in their 30s represent the turning point with 35 percent of the age group thinking they will
6

U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates. (2017). Hispanic or Latino Origin by Race,
American Factfinder.
7

U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates. (2017). Language Spoken at Home, American
Factfinder.
10
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ride less one year from now. Almost half (45 percent) of riders under 30 plan to ride less often than they
are now compared to a quarter of riders (24 percent) who are over 30.
Riders who are most likely to be considering riding less one year from now are those who have been
riding two years or less (43 percent). The point of highest vulnerability is seen with riders who have been
using the bus less than six months, with half of this group (51 percent) saying they will not ride as much
one year from now. By comparison just over a quarter of riders (28 percent) who have been using the
bus for more than three years say they will be riding less one year from now.
The likelihood of having a car (50 percent), was the top reason cited for planning to ride the bus less often
followed by obtaining a driver’s license (17 percent), and the prospect of having more money (15
percent) allowing other choices. An expected change in job or home locations is a factor for 12 percent
of riders.
The top reasons cited by non-students for planning to ride less one year from now are: having a car (66
percent), more money (11 percent), getting a driver’s license (nine percent) and changes in job or work
locations (eight percent).
Among students, having a car (38 percent), getting a driver’s license (25 percent), changes in home/job or
school locations (16 percent) and more money (15 percent) are the reasons that they plan to ride less.

11
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Rider Satisfaction
Figure 5: Current Customer - Mean Satisfaction Ratings
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Riders were asked to rate their satisfaction on 22 items and to rate their overall satisfaction with RTA
using a five point rating scale ranging from very dissatisfied to very satisfied. Ratings of “1” and “2” are
grouped as dissatisfied, a rating of “3” was considered neutral, and ratings of “4” and “5” are grouped as
satisfied. To allow for comparison of attributes, the mean was calculated for each one, and factors were
then allocated into three tiers. Tier One attributes achieved a rating “4.0 “or above. Tier Two factors
received a rating of “3.7” to “3.99.” Tier Three factors received ratings below “3.7.”

Overall Satisfaction
There is a high level of overall satisfaction with riders awarding a 4.13 on the five-point scale. Three
quarters of riders give a satisfaction rating of “4“or above and just five percent are not satisfied.

Tier One
Figure 6: Current Customer - Top Tier Ratings
DISSATISFIED
0%
OVERALL SERVICE 5%

0%
RIDE GUIDE BOOK 5%
DRIVER COURTESY

7%

TECHNOLOGY
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20%
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40%
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60%

80%
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22%
21%
22%

60%
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100%
4.13

80%

100%

73%

4.13

72%

4.11

69%

Rider satisfaction is highest with the Ride Guide, coach operator
courtesy, and the use of technology such as iAlerts, Wi-Fi and
Bus Watch with each achieving a mean score greater than “4.”

13

SATISFIED

4.05

Tier Two
This tier is primarily comprised of marketing and customer-centric service attributes with mean ratings
falling between 3.72 and 3.97. Riders give high marks to communications including the availability of bus
and schedule information, the Customer Information Center and the RTA website. Also appearing in this
category are attributes reflective of customer-centric service including bus cleanliness, buses stopping for
riders, and the availability of seats and space. Satisfaction with service related factors such as buses going
where customers travel (service locations) and bus stops being near a rider’s destination also are found in
this tier.

Figure 7: Current Customer - Second Tier Ratings
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Tier Three
With the exception of the cost of a monthly pass, all factors that are included in tier three are service
related. Mean ratings for this group all fall between 3.68 and 3.23.
Figure 8: Current Customer - Third Tier Ratings
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Likelihood to Recommend RTA
Almost three-quarters (71 percent) of RTA riders are likely to recommend RTA service to a friend or
colleague. Non-students are more likely to say they would recommend RTA (74 percent) than students
(69 percent). The higher the overall rider satisfaction of the rider, the more likely they are to recommend
RTA. Eighty-three percent of those who give a rating of “4” or higher would recommend RTA compared
to 23 percent of riders who provided a satisfaction rating of “2” or lower. Of those riders who provided a
neutral rating (3), 39 percent would recommend RTA service to a friend or colleague.
Customers who have been using the bus the longest are most likely to say they would recommend it. Of
those individuals who have been using RTA for at least five years, 77 percent would recommend it
compared to 66 percent of riders who have been using the service for six months or less.
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The Gap: Service Satisfaction and Ridership Motivation Factors

Figure 9: Current Customer - Top 10 Most Important
Factors to Encourage Riding
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RTA rider satisfaction is lowest among the factors
that customers identify that would encourage
them to ride more often. Time waiting for a bus
(3.23) and cost of a monthly pass (3.38) rank the
lowest and are two of the top factors identified by
riders that would encourage them to ride more
often. Frequency of service, which also landed in
the top three motivators fares slightly better in
customer satisfaction (3.65), but is still in the
lowest satisfaction tier.
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From a list of 17 options,
riders were asked to select
the top three factors that
might encourage them to
ride RTA more often. Of
the top 10 factors, the cost
of owning a car and the
cost of gasoline are
external factors and the
remaining eight are within
RTA’s sphere of influence.
The top three factors are
almost of equal importance
to riders: more affordable
monthly passes (30
percent), more frequent
bus service (29 percent)
and shorter wait times (29
percent).

A similar disparity is seen when looking at rider agreement with a series of statements. Customers were
asked whether they disagreed, were neutral or agreed with seven different statements about factors that
would result in them riding the bus more often. The highest level of agreement is with more frequent
buses (64 percent), less time to make a trip (52 percent), lower cost to make a trip (44 percent) and fewer
transfer (43 percent).

Figure 10: Current Customer - Would Ride More If…
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RTA Opportunities and Barriers
Opportunities
Rider Retention
Rider retention is paramount to increasing ridership, and customers who are new to the system are most
likely to say they will be riding the bus less one year from now. These riders are more likely to be under
30 and to be students. They expect to have other options available most notably a car, a driver’s license
and more money in their pockets. A compelling service and value proposition will be needed to keep at
least a portion of this “at risk” segment as choice riders.
Factors that are important to this group are time and money. Key service elements related to this area
are travel time, on-time performance, time waiting for a bus and service frequency, and all of these
currently fall in the lowest tier of customer satisfaction. Money is also important to this group, and the
cost of a fare or monthly pass fall into the lowest satisfaction tier.

Lifestyle Transitions
Developing programs to engage and retain riders who are making life transitions will play an important
part of maintaining and growing ridership. According to the Pew Foundation, Millennials are the largest
generation in the workforce, making up more than one-third of its participants. This generation is tech
savvy and money conscious, driven partly by larger debt obligations than previous generations. Attracting
and retaining this cohort as riders is essential to growing the customer-base.

Students
Riders who are either full-time or part-time students account for almost half of
RTA’s customer base and this segment is a highly fluid customer base. Their
status as students is open to change as they move to a different school or leave
the education system. School trips account for more than one-quarter of all
trips, and students make up just over half of the ridership base pointing to an
area of vulnerability in terms of maintaining stable ridership.
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Jobs and Home Locations
Changes in job locations are an opportunity to introduce the concept
of using transit. Increasing the awareness of transit and programs that
offer incentives for new employees to try transit may encourage transit
trial and retention. Likewise, programs to increase transit awareness in
housing hubs and new developments with transit access offer an
opportunity to increase transit awareness and stimulate trial use.

Economic Strength
The Inland Empire is one of the fastest-growing economies in the U.S. Comparatively low land prices,
available space for development and some of the lowest housing costs in Southern California are the
underpinnings of the growth. The area has become one of the major distribution centers in Southern
California with Amazon heading the list. The arrival of the distribution centers has generated demand for
employees many whom are shift workers. This offers an opportunity to provide highly targeted transit
options to serve these emerging employment hubs. To attract riders, the service must deliver for a new
generation of riders who will demand frequent and affordable service.

Unemployment
With unemployment at historic lows, recruiting and retaining employees is more of a challenge for area
employers. Employers are becoming more creative in providing competitive employment packages,
which now often extend beyond salary. This may create an opportunity for successful partnerships with
employers, both large and small, to increase awareness and use of RTA services among potential riders.
By reinforcing partnerships with key employers and developing highly targeted marketing and
promotional efforts to attract new customers, this could result in new riders. Partnerships with smaller
employers may be more difficult to forge but should also be explored.

Aging Population
In 2011, baby boomers started to turn 65 and this cohort will all turn 65 by 2029, according to U.S.
Census data. Living longer and being more active than previous generations, these individuals will likely
create additional demands for service while at the same time being eligible for reduced fares.
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Barriers
The top three threats to maintaining the current ridership base can be condensed into three
components: the car, time and money.

Cars
The largest threat to maintaining and growing bus ridership is the car, and at least in the short-term will
continue to gain influence. As RTA customers gain access to a car and or a driver’s license they are more
likely to indicate that they may ride less. To retain at least a portion of these riders, a compelling
message to this segment touting the benefits of public transit use will be needed. With increasing gas
mileage of vehicles, the relatively stable cost of gasoline and the
increased life of a vehicle this will be challenging. The
environmental message will require support from economic
savings and the use of time, which are both important to the new
generation of riders.

Travel Time
Customer satisfaction with key performance metrics do not currently match the importance that they
place on the same measure. Time waiting for a bus (3.23) and cost of a monthly passes (3.38) score the
lowest customer satisfaction ratings but are two of the top motivators identified by riders that would
encourage them to ride more often. Satisfaction with service frequency also landed in the lowest tier.
Ridership growth will hinge on improving service frequency. This will reduce the time individuals have to
wait for a bus. Addressing this measure has the potential to change the customer’s perception of value
and may lead to increased satisfaction with the cost of a fare and monthly pass.

Cost of Fares and Passes
Money is important to customers and satisfaction with the cost of a fare and monthly passes fall into the
lowest tier of satisfaction. Although a controversial approach, Seattle Metro and Cap Metro in Austin,
Texas have effectively incorporated a reduction in fares and offered service frequency improvement as
strategies to boost ridership. Austin eliminated the fare differential between fixed route and rapid service
and ridership saw an immediate boost. According to Cap Metro stats, as of June 2018, ridership for its
RapidLink is up 36 percent year over year. Further study is needed to determine if a fare change is an
appropriate part of the mix for increasing ridership.
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POTENTIAL CUSTOMERS FINDINGS
Potential Customer Survey Methodology
The potential customer survey was conducted via online panel surveying for respondents living in western
Riverside County. Persons who ride infrequently, were previous riders, or have never ridden, were first
screened by age, eliminating those under the age of 18, and then by ZIP code and city to determine if
they reside within RTA’s service area. After RTA awareness questions were asked, potential respondents
were asked about their use of RTA, and individuals that are current RTA customers, riding at least once a
week, were screened out from the survey. All information presented in this report, including the
awareness questions, is presented only for residents who use RTA less than once a week, or not at all.
The target sample size for the potential customer survey was 1,200 and 1,568 surveys were completed.
There was a slightly higher proportion of women than men (59 percent/41 percent) so results were
weighted to bring this in line with the Census data distribution of 51 percent women and 49 percent men.

Potential Customer Profile
How People Travel
Nine out of ten residents travel either by driving
alone (81 percent), or by carpooling or vanpooling
(nine percent). Even though all potential
customers use RTA less than once a week, or not at
all, four percent say some bus is their primary
travel mode when they do go somewhere, and
three percent say they use a TNC. Two percent
walk or bicycle and one percent travel by train.

Figure 11: Potential Customer - Travel Modes
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BICYCLE
TNC 2% TRAIN
BUS 3%
1%
4%
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VANPOOL
9%

Driving alone increases with both age and income
starting at 53 percent for those under 20 and
increasing steadily to 85 percent for those 40 or
older. For those with an income below $7,500, half
(52 percent) drive alone, but this grows to 90
percent for those with an income of $75,000 or
higher. Finally, Caucasians (87 percent) are more
likely than Hispanics (75 percent) to drive alone.
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Figure 12: Potential Customer - Destinations
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Trip Purpose
The most common trip purpose is work (42
percent), followed by errands (15 percent),
shopping (14 percent), school, and
social/recreational, each at 10 percent.
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Potential Customer Awareness
Awareness of RTA
RTA’s awareness level is high with 80 percent unaided awareness, and 89 percent total awareness which
combines those who identified RTA without prompting as well as those who were asked directly if they
had heard of RTA. As is often the case, unaided awareness increases with age, starting at 52 percent for
those under 20 and increasing to 72 percent for people in their 20s, 81 percent for people in their 30s,
and 84 to 88 percent or higher for those in their 40s, 50s and older.
Awareness of RTA’s specialized services is lower.

CommuterLink
Awareness of CommuterLink is somewhat higher
with 36 percent saying they have heard of it, but are
not familiar with it. Ten percent say they know how
it works, and five percent say they have tried it. The
remaining 49 percent say they have never heard of
it.
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RapidLink
Awareness of RapidLink is highest among potential customers
who live in ZIP codes that are adjacent to the corridor, with
awareness at 50 percent or higher.
Overall, 28 percent of potential customers say they have heard of
RapidLink but are not familiar with it, nine percent say they know
how it works, and three percent say they have tried it. Given
RTA’s network spans 18 cities and unincorporated Riverside
County, it is not surprising that 60 percent of potential customers
have never heard of it, as they are not adjacent to the corridor.

Figure 13: Potential Customer Map - Awareness of RapidLink by Home ZIP Code
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Dial-A-Ride
Dial-a-Ride is the most recognized RTA specialty service
with 43 percent saying they have heard of it but are not
familiar with it, 21 percent knowing how it works, and six
percent saying they have used it at some point. Thirty
percent have never heard of it.

Experience with RTA
Among the potential customers who ride RTA less than once a week, used to previously ride, or never
ride RTA at all, the majority (55 percent) say they have never used RTA. Twenty-nine percent say they
have used RTA at some point in the past, and 15 percent say they are infrequent users, riding RTA a few
times a year.
The majority of current non-customers (55 percent) have never used RTA at all. Twenty-nine percent
have used RTA at some point in the past, but a majority of this segment is comprised of people who have
only used RTA once (24 percent), or less than six months (29 percent). Of those who use RTA infrequently
their trip purposes were spread relatively evenly across shopping (33 percent), work (32 percent),
social/recreational (30 percent), and school (29 percent).

Figure 14: Potential Customer - Current
Non-Customer Types
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Caucasians are the most likely never to
have used RTA at 64 percent compared to
a much lower 45 percent for Hispanics.
Infrequent usage appears to vary with age
starting at 20 percent for those under 20
and declining with age to 10 percent for
those 60 or older.
A key factor in use of RTA is real and/or
perceived lack of access. The percentage
of those saying they have never used RTA
increases from 42 percent for those who
say they have a stop within walking
distance from home to 71 percent for
those that do not. And for those who do
have a stop near home, 34 percent that
also have a stop near work or school say
they have never used RTA compared to 53
percent for those that do not have a stop
near work or school.
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Among those that say they have previously used RTA in the past, a
majority say they only used RTA once (24 percent), or for less than six
months (29 percent), indicating that many riders do not have a
sufficiently positive experience in their initial rides.

Figure 15: Potential Customer - Consideration of Riding More,
Again, or Try Riding
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Interestingly, three-quarters of previous (76 percent)
and infrequent (75 percent) riders would consider
riding again or more, respectively. Even among those
who have never used RTA, 42 percent say they would
consider riding.
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A model of consumer behavior says that to have a
strong base of loyal customers, each potential
customer must pass through seven stages; often called
the consumer journey. The seven stages are awareness, knowledge, liking, preference, conviction,
trial and repeat. For general transit service RTA has strong awareness, and the high willingness to
consider RTA indicates at least an acceptable level of knowledge and liking.
When looking at previous riders, 60 percent of previous rode less than a year before stopping.
Twenty-four percent rode only once, and 29 percent rode less than six months. This clearly indicates
that retention has a great impact on ridership.

Why Customers Stop Riding
Cars are the primary reason for loss of previous riders with almost half (46
percent) saying that they bought a car to replace their trip on RTA and another
third (34 percent) saying they switched to a car that they already had.
Together this accounts for 80 percent of all lost riders. The primary reasons
for switching to driving alone mirror the primary barriers to riding which are
privacy and comfort of driving alone (38 percent), and travel by bus taking too
long (23 percent).
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Barriers to Use
The two largest barriers to transit use are the privacy and comfort of private cars (30 percent), and trips
taking too long to accomplish by riding the bus (17 percent). Other high impact factors that may be real
or only perceived are: there not being a stop near potential customer’s home and destinations, and that
the buses do not go where they need to go, which is essentially the same thing. Other factors cited by
more than five percent are not being safe (never and previous riders), make other trips (while
commuting) (previous riders), behavior/hygiene of others (previous riders), not being available when
needed (previous riders), and too many transfers (infrequent riders).

Figure 16: Potential Customer - Barrier Segments by Non-Customer Types
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Motivating Enhancements
While the privacy and comfort of a personal car is the primary barrier to riding, improvement of comfort
on the bus is only listed as the best enhancement by five percent of potential customers, indicating that
RTA is doing a good job of meeting the majority of riders on this performance factor.
The largest ridership impact factor is increased frequency (24 percent), followed by fewer transfers (22
percent) and expanded span of service (18 percent). At a lower level, increased safety and better control
of rider behavior and hygiene were each cited by 11 percent of potential customers.

Figure 17: Potential Customer - Motivation Segments by Non-Customer Type
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Service Enhancement Trade-Off Analysis
In addition to directly asking potential customers what would get them to be more likely to ride more, or
again, or to start riding, riders were asked to make trade-offs between seven potential enhancements
using a technique known as MaxDiff analysis. This approach “forces” respondents to prioritize one
enhancement over another providing more of a real-world decision-making experience. Each respondent
received seven different scenarios where they had to rank three of the seven enhancement attributes
from greatest to least impact on ridership. The trade-offs are rotated so that they are evenly balanced
against each other, and the results are converted into a score of 1-7, where a score of 1 indicates that the
specific was ranked last in all scenarios, and a score of 7 indicates that it was ranked first (greatest impact
on ridership) in all scenarios.
The results are presented in the table that follow and the top three factors highlight the value of
decreasing travel time; with increased direct service having the greatest average impact on ridership at
4.64, followed by expanded RapidLink service at 4.56, and buses every 15 minutes for most routes at
4.28. The other four factors drop by almost a half point or more with improved bus stops with more
shelters, benches, and lighting receiving the highest score in the lower tier at 3.80.

Figure 18: Potential Customer - Potential Service Enhancements
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Satisfaction
Satisfaction was rated for RTA overall and for several individual performance factors on a five-point scale
where 1 is anchored with “Very Poor” and 5 is anchored with “Very Good.” RTA received an overall score
of 3.76 on this scale. The individual performance factor ratings are presented in the following chart
ranging from a high average score of 3.93 for driver courtesy, to a low of 3.19 for walking distance to
stops.
There are three tiers of performance with driver courtesy, RTA customer service and buses being on time
in the top tier with a minimum average score of 3.64. In the middle tier, from high to low, hours of
operation, frequency of service, cleanliness inside buses, safety while riding/waiting, and buses going
where I need to go were 3.44 or higher. In the bottom tier, RTA advertising, travel time on the bus, time
spent waiting for the bus, and walking distance to stops were all at or below 3.34.

Figure 19: Potential Customer - Satisfaction Averages
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5

RTA’s Impact on the Community
Respondents were asked to rate their agreement about RTA’s impact on the community using a five-point
scale where 1 equates to “Strongly Disagree” and 5 equates to “Strongly Agree.” “Public transit is
important to the community” received the strongest level of agreement with an average score of 4.19.
The other two statements received significantly lower levels of agreement, with “Public transit is an
important contributor to achieving environmental goals in the community” receiving an average
agreement score of 3.89, and “RTA provides a viable alternative to the private automobile” receiving the
lowest average score of 3.75. It is likely that the perceived environmental average of transit compared to
driving alone is lessening as the availability of high MPG and electric vehicles continues to increase.

Figure 20: Potential Customer - Community Impacts
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Impact of TNCs
Use of TNCs is common, but infrequent. At 47 percent, almost half of potential customers have used
Uber or Lyft, but only nine percent use a TNC at least once a week or more with 17 percent saying a few
times per month, and 74 percent saying less than once a month. Over two-thirds (71 percent) also
indicate that their use of TNCs has no impact on riding RTA buses. About one quarter (24 percent) say it
reduces their ridership and six percent say it increases ridership. Given the low frequency of use and the
majority saying it has no impact, it is likely that TNCs’ impact on RTA ridership is negative, but not a
significant factor.
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STRATEGIES TO RETAIN RIDERS AND ATTRACT POTENTIAL CUSTOMERS
There are many opportunities to increase ridership for RTA and further advance the Agency’s role as a
transportation option for everyone in its service area. Strategies should focus on retaining current riders
as valued customers and attracting new customers to ride the service at least once (more) per week. Half
of current riders already use the service at least five days a week and so the focus should be to retain
them as current customers and incentivize their continued use of the system regardless of changing life
circumstances such as job changes or new access to a car. Current riders generally rated the services
highly even though just over one-third of respondents expect to ride RTA less a year from now. Improved
access to a car is the main reason current, recent past and non-riders are not using RTA service.
The majority of non-riders have never used RTA services but also have a favorable perception of the
Agency. Those potential customers are likely not using RTA services because they perceive that it does
not add any benefit to their travel or that the service doesn’t meet their needs. This could be based on
factual information but possibly, to some extent, on incorrect assumptions. With few exceptions
familiarity with the RTA RapidLink and CommuterLink Express routes is low suggesting that, although the
public is aware of RTA generally and recognizes the brand, they may not know enough about its specific
services to accurately judge whether there are routes they could use.
Considering that both current riders and non-riders appear to believe that having access to a car and a
valid driver’s license negates the value or need to use the bus, the main hurdle RTA needs to overcome is
the perception that transit is an “either-or” mode of travel. In other words, RTA can market itself as a
travel option that provides value to the customer even if they have access to a car and portray a culture
that riding transit at least sometimes is a normal part of life in Riverside County. Therefore strategies
should be organized around themes for retaining current riders or attracting potential customers largely
through marketing, outreach and partnership opportunities. Fare, infrastructure planning and servicerelated strategies should be included as well.
Customers are leaving to drive alone because of the comfort and privacy of their car, but also because the
bus takes too long to make a trip. Ridership growth will hinge on improving service frequency which will
reduce the time individuals have to wait for a bus. Addressing this measure also has the potential to
change the customer’s perception of value and may lead to increased satisfaction with the cost of a fare
and monthly pass. Increased express service and revamping other routes so that they are more direct or
arrive with greater frequency may address this customer concern.
Technology also offers options to improve trip-times and potentially enhance service frequency by
accelerating the boarding process. This could be accomplished through a mobile fare option including
advance purchase and scanning prior to boarding. RTA’s RapidLink line offers a good opportunity to
explore this capability at high-volume boarding locations such as schools and technology-based employer
locations that are more likely to have technology engaged individuals.
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Central to increasing ridership potential is improving the service proposition to reduce travel time, and
increase the frequency of services. Current customers’ satisfaction with the “frequency of service,”
“travel time on bus,” “hours of service,” “time waiting for the bus” and “buses being on-time,” regardless
of route traveled, falls into the lowest satisfaction tier. This reiterates the findings of the 2013-2014 COA
which identified that “customer feedback indicates a strong demand for higher service frequencies and
this more than any other factor limits the success of the overall network.” Service frequency, travel time
and span of service are also key issues for potential RTA customers and individuals who no longer use RTA
service. Determining how to improve these factors will also support recruiting new customers and
reclaiming lost customers. Since 2015, RTA has aggressively addressed service frequency in the system.
Transit agencies must weigh many, often conflicting, priorities for service provision; chief among these
are service coverage and service frequency. With a large geographic area to serve, low-density
communities and great distances between destinations, RTA by its nature must provide great service
coverage. On the corridors where there are many origins and destinations that are busy throughout the
day, continue to enhance service frequency and expand the hours where frequent service is provided.
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