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ABSTRACT

This research investigated the Ride for Free Public Transportation program for seniors in
Oakville, Canada. Using a mixed-methods approach, participants were surveyed (n=131) to
understand their travel behaviour, and interviewed (n=16) to understand their perspectives
towards taking public transportation. While 63% of seniors said that the Ride for Free Transit
Program did not impact their travel behaviour, 37% said that it increased their public transit
use. The most popular reason for seniors to use public transportation was taking it by
themselves. Some interview respondents said that they used public transportation because
they would not have to ask others for rides or they did not have access to a car. Seniors
suggested that more education of how to use the bus and transfer could increase senior
ridership. This research may aid other municipalities considering similar programs, which
could help to sustain the independent mobility of seniors.

Keywords: Seniors, aging, public transportation, driving, perspectives, behaviour, mixed-
method approach
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1.0 CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background

Over 80% of Canadian seniors, those over 65 years of age (Statistics Canada, 2006), live in
cities (Hodge, 2008; Public Health Agency of Canada, 2010; Federation of Canadian
Municipalities, 2013). By 2036, seniors will account for 25% of the Canadian population
(Newbold et al., 2005; Paez et al., 2007; Federation of Canadian Municipalities; 2013).
Currently, the majority of the working age (30-64 years old) live in low density suburban
developments (Rosenbloom, 2001; Scott et al., 2005), which are typically characterised by
separated land uses and meandering hierarchical street networks that favour automobile use
(Cao et al.,, 2010). Recent research indicates that many of seniors and the working age
population are opting to “age in place,” which is to continue living in their homes or
communities because they perceive it to be safer, more comfortable, and are more
independent in their later years (Hodge, 2008; Turcotte, 2012; Franke et al., 2013; Ewing &
Bartholomew, 2013; Federation of Canadian Municipalities, 2013; Northcott & Petriuk, 2013).
Furthermore, most seniors do not migrate over substantial distances from suburban to urban
areas when they downsize their homes (Kim, 2011). This trend indicates that suburban
municipalities across Canada may be disproportionately affected by an increased senior
population in the coming decades (Ladd, 2012). This phenomenon places responsibility on
suburban municipalities to accommodate for the diverse needs of seniors such as

transportation.

Given the suburban built environments that many seniors live in, most seniors identify the car
as their main form of transportation because it is a lifestyle that they are familiar with
(Rosenbloom, 2001; Alsnih & Hensher, 2003; Newbold et al., 2005; Paez et al., 2007; Cao et
al., 2010; Ladd, 2012; Kim, 2011; Turcotte, 2012), it is a symbol of non-elderly status (Alsnih
& Hensher, 2003; Davey, 2007), and it provides quick access to social, leisure and health
services (Ladd, 2012). Research indicates that seniors today have a tendency to drive more

than a decade ago (Rosenbloom, 2001).

Research also indicates that seniors without access to or who cannot afford a car in a
suburban environment were prone to a declining quality of life (Cao et al., 2010), were more
isolated and less social (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003; Davey, 2007; Ladd, 2012). As seniors age,
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their cognitive and physical ability to drive will decrease (Ladd, 2012). EXxisting research also
reported that the physical and mental well-being of a senior was tied to their independence
and ability to move around by car (Cvitkovich & Wister, 2001; Turcotte, 2006; Davey, 2007;
Hodge, 2008; Scott et al., 2009). Moreover, the frequent dependence on friends and family for
transportation was damaging to a senior's mental health because they felt like a burden

(Hodge, 2008), which contributed to feelings of anxiety or depression.

From the literature, it is not surprising that access to transportation appears to be one of the
key ingredients in maintaining a senior’s mental health because it results in independence and
freedom, but it can also improve physical health. Research shows that seniors are at a higher
risk of developing chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular diseases, osteoarthritis, asthma,
diabetes, obesity, weight gain, decreased muscle strength, and decreased aerobic capacity by
engaging in sedentary behaviours (Chaudhury et al., 2012; Kerr et al., 2012; Franke et al.,
2013) such as driving. From this context, alternative transportation options such as public
transportation (transit) may fill an important role of maintaining independence and mental and
physical well-being for some seniors (Newbold et al., 2005; Hodge, 2008; Coronini-Cronberg
et al., 2012).

It is important to understand that the majority of seniors are less inclined to use public
transportation because it has not been traditionally convenient for non-work travel in a
suburban environment (Rosenbloom, 2001). In addition, some seniors have a stigma towards
public transportation and only use it as a last resort (Smith & Hiltner, 1988; Alsnih & Hensher,
2003; Davey, 2007; Jones et al., 2013). However, public transportation has been shown to be
a potentially attractive and important alternative to driving for some seniors who cannot drive
due to health decline or who do not have access to a car (Smith & Hiltner, 1988; Kerr et al.,
2012). The availability of a public transportation network in a municipality can greatly influence
the physical activity and quality of life of seniors (Kerr et al., 2012). For example, increased
walking to and from bus stops can help seniors accumulate their recommended daily physical
activity, help to maintain their mobility independence (Hodge, 2008; Coronini-Cronberg et al.,
2012; Kerr et al., 2012), and help to maintain their quality of life — meaning the ability to meet

one’s personal needs that they were used to when they drove (Spinney et al., 2009).

Some studies have suggested that encouraging a shift of senior travel behaviour from

automobiles to transit could be accomplished through providing incentives (Rosenbloom,



2001). Some Western countries such as the United Kingdom (UK) have introduced ride for
free transportation programs using free bus passes for seniors over 60 years of age. This
provides public transportation at no cost every day or at specific times during the week and
enables the use of alternative transportation options among seniors given the effects of
decreased mobility on seniors’ health, independence, and quality of life. Coronini-Cronberg et
al. (2012) found that the bus pass significantly encouraged the frequency of bus trips and
active transportation levels in seniors than those without a pass.

In Canada, free public transportation for seniors is not a new concept. For example, senior
ride for free transportation programs occurred in the 1980s in Edmonton, Alberta (George,
2000). However, the feasibility of providing seniors with free transportation has been a
dilemma for municipalities. While some argue that the bus will be empty during most of the
day and should be used to give free rides to seniors, some would counter that the public
transportation revenue from seniors is vital to maintain the transit operating costs (Coronini-
Cronberg et al., 2012).

More recently in Canada, there has been a resurrection of ride for free transit programs. In
2010, the House of Commons attempted to pass an act that would allow free public transit for
seniors (Bill C-449) across Canada (Open Parliament, n.d.). Despite transportation being a
provincial and municipal matter, Members of Parliament argued for the community benefits of
free transit for seniors such as the reduction of gas emissions from vehicles, maintaining
seniors’ health through active transportation and reducing their isolation, and creating more
vibrant street life. The Bill was never passed for a third reading in 2011 (Open Parliament,
n.d.).

In 2010, Ottawa, Ontario and Moncton, New Brunswick implemented ride for free transit
programs on Wednesdays (OC Transpo, 2014; Codiac Transpo, 2014; Moore, 2010). In 2011,
Halifax, Nova Scotia attempted a pilot project for three months, but it was deemed unfeasible
(Lightstone, 2011). In the following year, Oakville, Ontario introduced their ride for free
program on Mondays for seniors (Oakville Beaver, 2012). More recently, Laval, Quebec
introduced a senior ride for free program at any time and any day starting in 2014 (Canada
Newswire, 2014).



While free transit programs are growing across Canada, their impacts on senior travel
behaviour and perceptions have not been extensively reviewed. Moreover, the limited
literature conducted on Canadian seniors using free public transportation in the suburban
context spurs a need for more research on this topic with the increasing presence of these

Ride for Free Transit Programs recently becoming more popular.

1.2 Research Questions

Despite the existence of several programs across Canada, there has been limited research
conducted on Ride for Free Transit Programs for seniors in Canada. Given the demographic
trend of Canada’s aging population particularly in suburban communities, systematic research
on this topic can make an important contribution by enabling suburban municipalities
reviewing the travel options for seniors and in working towards more age friendly cities (OPPI,
2009). In this context, the goal of this research is to explore the public transportation travel
behaviour and perspectives of seniors towards free transportation programs using the case

study for Oakville, Ontario. In particular, two research questions were examined:

1. How has a ride for free bus service for seniors affected auto-dependence and
transit ridership among the senior population?

2. What are the perspectives of seniors towards public transportation in a suburban
municipality?

1.3 Contribution to Knowledge and Practice

For planners and policy makers to improve public transportation policies and programs, they
must first understand public transportation behaviours and perceptions to make informed
decisions. There have been few studies conducted on senior perceptions and behaviours
towards free public transportation specifically in suburban communities. This research will
help to inform Canadian, and more broadly North American, municipalities who are exploring
ways to improve their public transportation policies or programs for seniors. In due time, this
research will help establish more accessible and affordable public transportation options,
which may improve social integration in communities, increase mobility independence, and
potentially improve the physical health of the Canadian senior population through increased

active transportation.



1.4 Organization of Report

This report is organized into seven chapters. Chapter One provides an introduction to the
issues municipalities are facing in providing transportation services for seniors citizens. The
research question and importance of research is established. Chapter Two presents a
literature review on the current state of travel behaviour of senior mobility in the suburbs, the
importance of public transportation for seniors, previous research on senior travel behaviour
focusing on public transportation, the effect of Ride for Free Transit Programs on senior travel
behaviour, senior perceptions towards public transportation, and survey results from the Town
of Oakville Ride for Free Transit Pilot Program. Chapter Three explains the methodology
approach taken for this mixed-methods research. Chapter Four delves into the key findings of
the surveys focusing on senior travel behaviour in Oakville. Chapter Five explores the themes
found from the in-depth interviews focusing on senior perspectives towards driving and public
transit, and different user experiences using the Ride for Free Transit Program. Chapter Six
analyzes the findings and themes of the results into a discussion that underscores the
potential policy implications of this research, and lastly, Chapter Seven concludes this

research.



2.0 CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

Understanding alternative travel options for seniors can assist in the formation of age friendly
cities, which are healthy, liveable, and accessible cities that support active participation
among seniors (WHO, 2007). Increased average life expectancy of Canadians and the sheer
size of the Baby Boomer cohort (those born from 1946-1964) (Statistics Canada, 2006) may
place increased pressure on municipal services such as transportation (Hodge, 2008; Spinney
et al., 2009). Providing current and future seniors with accessible, efficient, affordable, and
safe transportation alternatives such as public transportation may have growing applicability in
suburban municipalities when seniors will eventually be unable to physically drive due to
health decline. This chapter summarizes findings from the existing literature that has explored
the current state of senior mobility in the suburbs, the importance of public transportation for
seniors, senior travel behaviour with a focus on public transportation, and lastly, seniors’
perspectives towards public transportation. The literature review also includes the key findings

from the Town of Oakville’s Ride for Free Program Pilot Program in 2012.

2.2 The Current State of Senior Mobility in the Suburbs

Many seniors tend to exercise their leisure and recreational freedoms by taking care of family
or friends, volunteering or working (Turcotte, 2006). Senior trip times have increased within
the last decade (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003) and it is predicted that seniors will contribute to the
many vehicles on the road to meet their travel-activity patterns during regular work day hours
and rush hour times (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003; Hildebrand, 2003; Turcotte, 2006), which will
increase traffic congestion levels and contribute to increased environmental pollution
(Rosenbloom, 2001; Alsnih & Hensher, 2003).

There are several reasons that explain an increase of seniors driving. Studies indicate that
more seniors than ever before have driver’s licenses (Rosenbloom, 2001), modern cars are
manufactured to be easier to drive (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003) (i.e. larger mirrors requiring less
shoulder checking and strain on the body), seniors are more active and healthier since the
expected life expectancy has increased, seniors enjoy larger disposable incomes, and seniors
seem to resist changing their mode of transportation when they enter retirement (Alsnih &
Hensher, 2003).



Moreover, the current layout of suburban municipalities decreases the appeal of public
transportation for many seniors because they have to walk further distances to bus stops and
wait (Kim, 2011). From a time efficiency standpoint, this reinforces the benefits of the private
car by moving around more quickly, and decreases the appeal of taking public transport or an
alternative mode of transportation (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003). Hensher's (2007) study
concluded that until there is a paradigm shift on how the suburban built environment can
better prioritize public transportation over the car, public transportation in suburban locations
is unlikely to keep up with seniors’ demand of transportation needs as they age. Similarly,
Scott et al. (2009) concluded that without suitable public transportation options, car

dependence for seniors will only increase.

2.3 The Importance of Public Transportation for Seniors

The majority of seniors in suburban environments prefer the car as their main mode of
transportation. However, the importance of public transportation cannot be neglected for some
segments of the population. In particular the need for alternative transportation will be critical
for seniors who can no longer physically drive, do not have a license, do not have a car or
cannot afford a car, experience the passing of a partner who was the primary driver, or do not
have access to a transportation network comprised of family, friends, or community members
(Hensher, 2007; Kim, 2011). Public transportation has been found to be more popular with
seniors who are over 75 years, are female, have lower social economic status, and live in
more dense urban environments (Rosenbloom, 2001; Davey 2007). The lack of access to
transportation can have major impacts on a senior's mental health (Hensher, 2007) and
physical health (Franke et al., 2013).

2.4 Senior Travel Behaviour Focusing on Public Transportation

Some studies have looked at senior travel behaviour using public transit. One reason why
public transportation has not been as popular among seniors is because traditional systems
have not adapted to the current lifestyle of today’s senior. A study found that even those who
used public transportation before they retired, switched to the private automobile as their main
mode of transportation (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003). Perhaps the reason for this is that today’s
young seniors, aged 64-75 years of age, engage in trip chaining, which strings several shorter

trips together so that seniors can participate in more activities (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003).



Engaging in this type of behaviour by public transportation may be fatiguing for a senior who
does not leave their home as frequently as their counterparts that drive, and may be more
difficult to do since conventional public transportation systems are not efficiently designed for
this behaviour (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003; Hensher, 2007). Alsnih and Hensher’s (2003) study
on seniors in Australia used data from the Sydney and Adelaide household travel survey and
found a growing trend that seniors were driving more and using public transportation less. The
study showed that the fixed routes for public transportation decreased the chance of switching
senior travel behaviour from the car. The study concluded that meeting the mobility needs of
seniors will be difficult since they are living longer and healthier lives and some will face
mobility problems alone. As seniors age, policy makers, and planners will have to provide
diverse services for a heterogonous group of seniors.

In another study, Kim (2011) found that when a senior stopped driving, their most preferred
transportation alternative was receiving a ride with a friend or family, demonstrating that
seniors prefer the automobile over any other alternative such as public transportation or
walking. The findings show that seniors may consider using public transportation if transit
access is within a ten minutes walking distance. The research showed that the seniors without
any mobility issues were more likely to choose walking over public transportation. In addition,
seniors who had limited exposure to public transportation or walking before they stopped

driving could develop mobility problems (Kim 2011).

2.5 Ride for Free Public Transit

From conventional public transportation systems to incorporating incentives, Cronini-Cronberg
(2012) reviewed the public health benefits associated with the UK’s free bus pass for seniors
in a longitudinal study. The study used data from the National Travel Survey and found that
the seniors with a free bus pass had increased physical activity levels from walking a
minimum of three times a week and their use of the bus increased. The study showed that
older women over 70 years of age living in more urban areas with lower socio-economic
status tended to use the free bus service the most. Having a free bus pass was correlated
with an increased use of the bus. The number one factor that influenced bus travel behaviour

was whether participants had access to a car.

2.6 Seniors’ Perspectives towards Public Transportation



Even though there have been studies completed on seniors’ perspectives towards public
transportation highlighting positive and negative perceptions (see Table 1), there is still a
knowledge gap of understanding the perspectives of public transportation for all types of
seniors and what types of government intervention would be appropriate for specific groups
(Alsnih & Hensher, 2003).

There are many positive perceptions that seniors have towards public transportation. In
another study done in the UK on free bus passes, Jones et al. (2013) found that seniors with
the free bus passes gained entitlement by using public transportation, which further fostered
their self-worth and social inclusion. Cao et al.’s (2010) study looked at how perceptions of
neighbourhood design and the built form in northern California influenced the travel behaviour
of seniors who drove, took public transportation, or walked. The findings indicated that many
seniors perceived neighbourhoods with access to a public transportation network, paired with
frequent service levels, could increase their mobility. Seniors without a driver’s license or with
physical mobility restrictions were shown to use public transportation ten times more than
those with a driver’s licence or without physical mobility restrictions (Cao et al., 2010). Positive
perceptions towards public transportation included the enjoyment of using the service and it
being easier to use than driving. In addition from other studies, seniors who utilized public
transportation services felt that it was more cost effective than driving (Rosenbloom, 2001),
they could maintain their independence, and they did not have to burden family or friends for a
ride (Hodge, 2008).

On the other hand, the negative perceptions that seniors had towards public transportation
seem to be more prevalent than the positive ones. Alsnih and Hensher (2003) found that the
traditional scheduled public transportation service was not popular among seniors who were
accustomed to a more flexible schedule when they drove; they tended to use public
transportation as a last resort. Furthermore, the seniors who relied on public transportation
were not satisfied with the fixed-route, fixed scheduling of the public transportation, time spent
planning their trip (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003) and long commute times (Rosenbloom, 2001). A
study done by Rittner (1995) looked at the fears and attitudes of low socio-economic status
seniors towards accessing medical care services by public transit in southern Florida. From a
guestionnaire, many of the respondents reported negative perceptions of the bus such as

delayed service, lack of bus shelters, difficulty with getting on and off a crowded bus, concern



over personal safety from crime or falling, dirty windows making it even harder to see with

declining eye sight, and unsympathetic drivers and passengers (Rittner, 1995).

Table 1: Perceptions of Public Transportation of Seniors

Positive perceptions Negative perceptions

Cost-effective (Rosenbloom, 2001) Long commute times (Rosenbloom, 2001)
Maintain independence (Hodge, 2008) Waiting for the bus (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003)
Does not burden friends or family (Alsnih & Fixed routes (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003)
Hensher, 2003; Hodge, 2008)

Enjoy taking public transit (Cao et al., 2010) Fixed scheduling (Alsnih & Hensher, 2003)
Easier to use than driving (Cao et al., 2010) Concern over personal safety (i.e. potential of

being a victim of crime or being injured from falling
on a moving bus) (Rittner, 1995)

Free bus service can foster self-worth and social Unwelcoming environment with a lack of bus
inclusion (Jones et al., 2013) shelter stops and dirty bus windows (Rittner,
1995)
Difficulty with entering and exiting the bus (Rittner,
1995)

Unsympathetic drivers and disrespectful
passengers (Rittner, 1995)

2.7 Ride for Free Transit Pilot Program in Oakville

In 2012, the Town of Oakville implemented a 13-week “Free Transit for Seniors” Pilot Program
for seniors over 65 allowing for free travel at no cost on Mondays. The Pilot Program results
reported that senior ridership increased by 578% or by 12,917 trips on the same Mondays in
2011 (Oakville Transit, 2012). Figure 1 shows the dramatic increase of senior trips over the
course of 13 Mondays from 2007 to 2012 (Oakville Transit, 2012) highlighting the positive

impact of free transportation on senior ridership.

15,151

2200 2746 2,592 2,935 5904

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
Year

Figure 1: Senior Ridership Numbers in Oakville Over the Same 13 Mondays from 2007-2012
Adapted from Oakville Transit (2012)

Oakville Transit developed a survey to quantify the impacts of senior transportation usage

after the Pilot Program, which was available at Town Hall, Oakville Transit, the Library and
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Community Centre locations, and online. A total of 219 surveys were completed with 71
surveys completed online and 148 completed on paper. The survey focused on the following
themes (Oakville Transit, Budget Committee, 2012):

Frequency of Oakville Transit use

Time of day service was used and route taken
Reasons for taking Oakville Transit
Alternative days for the free transit day

Many respondents indicated that they were not regular riders of Oakville Transit, but 62% of
riders had used the service before. Respondents usually used the bus in the morning from
9am-12pm. Their main reason for using the service was to go shopping or go to their medical
appointments. It was found that Wednesday was the most popular alternative day for the free
transit day for seniors. In addition, 75%" of respondents said that cost was a barrier to using
the system. The survey also found that an increase in ridership was experienced across the
system.

The Budget Report indicated that senior ridership on Tuesday averaged 531 rides per day
(Oakville Transit, 2012), which was a 22.5% increase suggesting that the Pilot Program
helped to retain people to ride the bus after the free day. From 2011, the ridership of seniors
during the Pilot Program in 2012 increased by 11.4%, which was an increase of 79,789 to
88,907 rides. The Budget Report pin pointed two main reasons why senior ridership had
increased from 2011 to 2012, which was because of the Subsidized Passes for Low Income
Transit (SPLIT) program and the Ride for Free Transit Program on Mondays (Oakville Transit,
2012). The SPLIT program? provides low income students, adults and seniors with a regional
subsidy for public transportation that covers at least 50% or more of the cost of a monthly

transit pass (Halton Region, n.d.).

The results also provided some qualitative results from conversations with seniors. It was
found that the Pilot Program offered some “soft benefits” that pertained to the quality of life.
Some seniors indicated that they used the service to explore the town, visit friends, and go
shopping at a mall when their alternative would have been to stay home. Oakville Transit
estimated that the cost to continue the program would be $45,200 (in 2012 dollars). The
success of the Pilot Program was formalized into an annual program pending on funding

during the budget process.

! It should be noted that 77% of respondents skipped this question (Oakville Transit, 2012).
2 Eligibility of the SPLIT program is determined by Halton Region on a case-by-case basis (Halton Region, n.d.).
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2.8 Summary

With more seniors driving than ever before to meet their lifestyle patterns in the suburbs, this
may have effects on road congestion and contribute to environmental pollution. Studies show
that alternative transportation options such as public transportation are not as popular
because they are on a fixed schedule and fixed route, which is currently unattractive for many
seniors. Some seniors negatively perceived taking public transportation to be slow,
detrimental to their personal safety, and an unpleasant experience with other members of the
public. However, taking public transportation may become an attractive mode of transportation
for those who no longer have access to a car. In some cases, public transportation can
provide health benefits of increased walking accumulation. Some seniors positively perceived
taking public transportation to be an enjoyable experience, be easier to use than driving, help
them to maintain their independence and dignity, and reduce their dependence on family and
friends for rides. Lastly, the Ride for Free Transit Pilot Program completed in Oakuville resulted

in a substantial increase in senior ridership one day a week when the program was offered.
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3.0 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This research studied the travel behaviour and perceptions of seniors towards the Ride For
Free program in Oakville, Ontario. A case study was used to develop context specific
knowledge of ride for free programs, which could guide other mid-sized suburban
municipalities in Canada considering a similar program. This research adopted a
mixed-methods approach, which involved short surveys and semi-structured in depth
interviews. Mixed-method approaches can achieve a “synergistic set” (Greene, 1989, p. 257)
that can strengthen the analysis of data using two different paradigms producing a more
robust data set. The cross sectional surveys provided information on the participants travel
behaviour. In conjunction, the interviews probed into seniors’ perspectives towards ride for
free transit programs because participants may utilize a “strengths perspectives,” which uses
an individual’s “capacities, talents, competencies, possibilities, visions, values, and hopes,
however dashed and distorted these may have become through circumstance” (Saleeby,
1996, p. 297).

Prior to any primary data collection, Ethics Approval was acquired from the Ryerson
University’s Research Ethics Board in August, 2014. In this study, senior population was
defined as those over the age of 65, which is consistent with Statistics Canada’s (Turcotte,
2006) definition of senior and age requirements of the Town of Oakville’s Ride for Free Transit

Program (Oakville Transit, Budget Committee, 2012).

3.1 Study Area: Oakville, Ontario

In addition to Oakuville, there are currently three other Canadian municipalities including
Ottawa, Moncton and Laval that offer Ride for Free Program for seniors. The Town of Oakville
was selected due its representative nature of a suburban municipality in terms of typical car-
oriented community, with separated land uses, and lower density dwellings. The Town is
located approximately 35km to the east of the City of Toronto and is situated along Lake

Ontario in the southern portion of the Regional Municipality of Halton (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Map of Oakuville in the Greater Toronto Area

The suburban nature of the Town of Oakville and Halton Region (Table 2) is characterised by
the lower population densities compared to other “urban” centres such as the City of Toronto
(Halton Region, 2007).

Table 2: Population Density and Land Area

Town of Oakville Halton Region City of Toronto
Population 182,520 501,669 2,615,060
Population Density (persons/km®) 1314.2 520.4 4,149.5
Land area (km®) 138.88 964.01 630.21

Source: Statistics Canada, 2011

The housing types are predominately single-detached dwellings in Oakville (63%) (Statistics
Canada, 2011). Similar to other suburban cities, the Town of Oakuville is expected to see an
increase of seniors over the next couple of decades. The Region estimates that the senior
population will triple in size from 67,000 in 2011 to 187,000 by 2036 (Halton Region, 2013).

The Town of Oakville is experiencing an older population because the first Baby Boomer
cohorts are over 65 years of age. Narrowing in on the age groups of seniors, Figure 3 shows
the proportion of senior population in the Town of Oakville. The figure indicates that there has
been an overall increase of seniors between 2001-2011 and more seniors appear to be living
longer past 85 years of age (Statistics Canada, 2001, 2006, 2011).
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Figure 3: Comparison of Senior Population by Age Groups in the Town of Oakville (%)
Source: Statistics Canada (2001, 2006, 2011)

There is a growing demand for public transportation service for seniors; Oakville Transit found
that while the overall transportation ridership in 2012 increased by 3% from 2011, seniors
transportation ridership increased by 25.9% (Oakville Transit, Budget Committee Report,
2012).

3.2 Transit in Oakville

Currently the cost for seniors to ride Oakville Transit public transportation is $3.50 per ride,
$18.00 for a pack of ten tickets, $50 for a monthly bus pass or $1.80 per ride with a PRESTO?®
card (Oakville Transit, 2014). The Official Plans of Halton Region and Town of Oakville
include policies that strive for safe, efficient, accessible transportation systems that offer a
realistic alternative to the private automobile. In line with these transportation policies and
plans, the 13 week “Free Transit for Seniors” Pilot Program was launched beginning in July
2012 and experienced an increase of seniors taking the bus on the free day. The Pilot
Program stipulated that any senior over the age of 65 was permitted to ride an Oakville
Transit bus at no charge at any time on Mondays. The program became permanent pending

on the annual budget.

This research will look at the effectiveness of this program to see how it has affected auto-
dependence and transit ridership. Furthermore, this research will explore the perceptions of

seniors towards the Ride for Free Public Transit Program and public transportation in general.

® Owned by Metrolinx, PRESTO is an electronic public transportation payment system that is available among 10 transit
agencies, including Oakville Transit, in the Greater Toronto Area, Hamilton Area and Ottawa (PRESTO, 2014).
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3.2 Survey Questionnaire

The manager of the Town of Oakville’s seniors’ centres was contacted by e-mail in summer
2014 for permission to survey their membership. A total of four public seniors’ centres offered
to participate, but the researcher could only survey three given the time constraints.
Participants were surveyed at three seniors’ centres, managed by the Town of Oakville, during
open houses in September 2014 (Table 3). In addition, a total of three seniors’ centres and
one senior residence were contacted and agreed for their membership and residents,
respectively, to be surveyed in the common space. A total of 131 surveys were collected
during the survey period (see Figure 4 for a map of the four locations that were surveyed and
the location of participants by postal code or major street intersections (n=104)).

The researcher had a table set up during the open houses and encouraged community
members to take part in the survey. The researcher was present to answer any questions that

participants had about the study's goals, methods, and benefits.

Table 3: Location of Surveys

Name Location Ward  Dates Surveyed Description
Sir John Colborne 1565 Old 2 August 27, 2014 - Membership: 1,601
Recreation Centre Lakeshore from 1:30pm- - Registered programs: Yoga, Italian
for Seniors Road West 2:30pm for Travellers, Men’s Fitness,
Bridge, Tai Chi, Guitar Lessons
September 3, - Drop-in activities: Cribbage, Nordic
2014 from Pole Walking, Mah Jong Club,
10:00am-12:00pm Euchre & Bid, Euchre, Social
Dancing Club, Pathfinders Seniors
Hiking Group
Queen Elizabeth 2302 Bridge 1 September 4, - Membership: Unknown
Park Older Adult Road 2014 from - Registered programs: Tap dancing,
Centre 10:00am-12:00pm Fitness classes, Parkinson's
Program, Mentored, Duplicate
Bridge, COPD Program, Yoga,
Rock climbing, Minds in Motion
- Drop-in activities: Hall walking,
Colborne Guitar Club, Badminton,
Pickle Ball, Oakville Rock'n
Seniors, Ukulele Group, Mexican
Train Dominoes, Book Club
Oakville Seniors 263 Kerr 2 September 4, - Membership: 761
Centre Street 2014 from 2:00pm- - Registered programs: Arts &
4:00pm Culture Lecture Series, Pilates,
Yoga, Zumba Gold, Drawing,
Computer Classes
- Drop-In Activities: Book Club, Bid
Euchre & Bridge, Harmonica Group,
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Carpet Bowling

John R. Rhodes 271 Kerr St 2 September 5, 2014 -  Apartment building: 242 units
Seniors Residence from 9:00am- - Managed by the Halton Community
& Neighborhood 12:00pm Housing Corporation

Hub - Offers senior assisted living

- Close to amenities near the Kerr St.
area and the Kerr St. Seniors
Centre (Oakville Seniors Centre)

Source: Krever, 2010; Town of Oakville, 2014; Halton Region (n.d.)

With the permission of staff, a survey questionnaire was distributed to willing participants.
Participants were asked questions on their frequency of travel using public transportation and
private automobile, their reasons for taking and not taking public transit, and their
perspectives towards the Ride for Free Transit Program on Mondays (see Appendix 1 for

Survey). During the survey times indicated in Table 3, a total of 89 surveys were completed.

Upon the completion of the open houses, the researcher left three survey drop boxes at the
Oakville Seniors Centre, Sir John Colborne Recreation Centre for Seniors and the John R.
Rhodes Seniors Residence & Neighborhood Hub Residence to collect more surveys. A drop
box was not placed at Queen Elizabeth Park Older Adult Centre because the Town of Oakville
staff felt that most of their membership had been at the Open House. The drop boxes were
checked every two weeks from October to November 2014. A total of 41 surveys were
collected from the drop boxes.

Furthermore, a community member with connections to CARP, an online platform for seniors
to find community information, posted information about the researcher’s project with a link to
a survey and distributed this information on the list serve on October 31, 2014. A total of one
participant filled out the survey online. Figure 4 represents the home location of participants
by postal code or by major street intersections and their proximity to Oakville Transit bus

routes.
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http://www.carp.ca/2014/10/31/senior-perspectives-towards-ride-free-public-transportation-programs-oakville/
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3.3 In-depth Interviews

During the survey, each participant was also asked if they would like to further participate in
an in-depth interview. Among those who responded positively, 25 potential participants, who
represented varying perspectives, behaviours and socio-demographic backgrounds, were
approached to take part in an interview. A total of 16 participants consented to a semi-
structured in-depth interview, which were between 10 and 30 minutes in length (see Appendix
2 for Interview Guide). The researcher interviewed the majority of the participants in Oakville
at the Oakville Seniors Centre with some interviews occurring on the phone through October
and November 2014.

3.4 Data Analysis

The survey data was coded and entered into SPSS and stored on the researcher’s personal
computer. The analyses were descriptive in nature; key findings were selected from the

survey were generated into tables and graphs to represent major patterns in data.

All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim, and the data was stored on the
researcher’s personal computer. Participants were given a pseudoname to preserve
anonymity. The major themes of what participants perceptions towards driving, perceptions
towards public transportation, their experience with the Ride for Free Transit Program and

how the Program could be improved, were supported with key quotes in the analysis.

3.5 Summary

A questionnaire survey was conducted among participants at the Oakville seniors’ centres
Open Houses in September 2014. A total of 131 surveys were completed; and the data was
then analyzed to understand current travel behaviour and the patterns of Ride for Free Transit
Program use. Respondents who consented to an in-depth interview were contacted and 16
participants interviewed in-person and by phone. The data was transcribed verbatim and
analyzed for major themes pertaining to participant’s perceptions towards driving, public

transportation, and experience with the Ride for Free Transit Program and how the program
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could be improved. The next two chapters delve into the survey and in-depth interview

findings.
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4.0 CHAPTER FOUR: THE EFFECTS OF THE RIDE FOR FREE TRANSIT PROGRAM ON
SENIOR TRAVEL BEHAVIOUR

This chapter focuses on the survey findings on senior travel behaviour, more specifically their
frequency and access of driving and using public transportation. A total of 131 (n=131)
participants completed a survey. Table 4 summarises the demographic profile of the sample.
A large portion of the seniors were female (77.7%). Most were aged between 75 and 84
years. More than half (53.6%) of the seniors had attained post-secondary education. 34.4% of
seniors reported their individual income was low* (less than $40,000), while 30.5% reported
high incomes ($40,000 or more). A majority of seniors indicated that they lived alone (57.3%).
Lastly, the large majority (82.4%) of seniors spoke English at home.

able 4: Demograp aracte O AR Da
Variable SD (mean) %
Gender (n = 121)
Male 22.3
Female 77.7
Age (n = 123)
65to 74 34.1
7510 84 52.8
85+ 13.0
Years lived in the Town of Oakville (n = 125) 16.7(29.6)
Education attainment (n = 125)
No High School 1.6
High School 23.2
Post-Secondary 53.6
Certificate 10.4
Trades 2.4
Other 5.6
Prefer Not to Say 3.2
Individual income level (n = 127)
Low (less than $40,000) 34.4
High ($40,000 or more) 30.5
Prefer not to say 35.1
Living arrangement (n = 124)
Live with partner 36.3
Live alone 57.3
Live with family 4.8
Other 1.6
Language spoken at home (n = 131)
English 82.4
French 0.8
Other 7.6
Prefer not to say 9.2

* Individual income categories were based on the individual median income levels of 2010 (CHASS, 2013). The median
individual income in 2010 was $39,385 based on National Household Survey data. Based on the median individual income, low
income was defined as below $40,000 and high income was defined as $40,000 or more.
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4.1 Travel Behaviour

The results indicate that 67.8% of all seniors had access to a car as a driver and 60.3% of

them had access to a car as a passenger. Moreover 43.5% of seniors reported that they used
a car five or more days a week, while 17.7% said that they never used a personal vehicle (see
Figure 5). In addition, 7.7% reported that they used public transit five or more days a week,
while 35.4% of seniors never used public transit (see Figure 6).

Never use
personal
vehicle;

) 17.7%
Five+ days a

week; 43.5%

One to two
days a week;
12.1%

Three to four
days a week;
18.5%

Figure 5: Frequency of Personal Vehicle Us
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Figure 6: Frequency of Public Transportation Use (n = 130)

Figure 7 highlights the reasons of using public transit. Many seniors stated that their main

reason for taking public transit was because they preferred the independence of taking it by
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themselves. The other important reasons for using public transportation included that it helped
to improve the environment and that it was more economical than driving. In addition 33.6% of
respondents reported additional reasons for taking public transit, which included having no
alternative transportation options (9.2%), using the service to attend medical appointments or
special events (4.6%), traveling to the regional GO Train Stations (4.6%), feeling safer and

creating social connections during their ride (6.9%).

It's cheaper than driving

22.1%

More convenient than the car

15.3%

| like taking it by myself

27.5%

Good for the environment

26.0%

Good for my health

17.6%

Other 33.6%

Figure 7: Reasons for Taking Public Transportation (n=131)

Conversely, Figure 8 summarises self-reported reasons for not taking public transit. The top
reason was inconvenience. The next commonly selected answers were public transit was not
accessible, it was too slow, and the fare was too expensive. In addition, 27.5% of seniors
reported other reasons for not taking public transit, which included having access to a car
(14.5%), having personal or family medical reasons preventing them from using it (3.8%),
having a previous unpleasant experience (1.5%), and lacking knowledge of how to use the
system (0.8%).
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Figure 8: Reasons for Not Taking Public Transportation (n= 131)

4.2 Ride for Free Transit Program Use

The survey also asked questions about seniors’ perspectives on the Ride for Free Transit
Program. The results indicated that 94.4% of seniors were aware of the Ride for Free Transit
Program. Seniors were asked if they would be impacted if the Ride for Free Transit program
service stopped. The results were mixed (Figure 9) with the majority of participants selecting
neutral (37.4%). When combined, more seniors (38.3%) felt that the program would impact
them if it stopped than those who did not feel this way (24.4%).

Strongly
Disagree;
87% >
Strongly
Agree;
. . 20.9%
Disagree;
15.7%
Agree;
17.4%
Neutral;
37.4%

Figure 9: Impact on Participant if Program Stopped (n = 115)

Next, focusing particularly on the changes in the public transportation use, seniors were asked

if their public transportation use has increased or not changed after the Ride for Free Transit
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Program was implemented. Figure 10 shows that the program did not change the transit use

for 63.1% of the majority of the participants, while it increased for 36.9% of those surveyed.

Increase;
36.9%

No
Change;
63.1%

Figure 10: Ride for Free Transit Program Impact on Travel Behaviour (n = 111)

Demographic variables of age, gender and income were further analyzed to see which ones
affected the use of the Ride for Free Transit Program (see Table 5). This was completed in
order to see if there were significant demographic differences within the Town of Oakville’s
senior population. 38% of females and 28% of males reported that they used public transit
more. 44.4% of seniors between the ages of 75-84 said that they used the program more.
Compared to 22.9% of those with high incomes, 48.7% of those with low incomes were more
likely to use transit. 72% of males, 75% of seniors aged 65-74 and 77.1% of seniors with high
incomes reported that the program had no impact on their travel behaviour. Using a chi-
square test, it was found that the results were not statistically significant at a= 0.1 in the

categories of gender or age. The results were significant between the low and high income

groups.
aple Ride 10 ee a Progra pact o avel Behavio
Use transit more (%) No change (%) Pearson Chi-square
Gender
Male 28.0 72.0 0.953 (df = 1)
Female 38.8 61.3 p =0.329
Age
65-74 years 25.0 75.0 3.959 (df=2)
75-84 years 44.4 55.6 p=0.138
85+ years 42.9 57.1
Income
Low (<$40,000) 48.7 51.3 5.323 (df=1)
High ($40,000 or more) 22.9 77.1 p =0.021
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4.3 Summary

The survey results indicate that the many seniors tend to favour driving in their car or being
driven over taking public transportation. Seniors discussed many reasons why they would use
public transportation, which included not having access to a car, taking public transportation
by themselves, and saving money. Further, many seniors also stated reason why they would
not take public transportation, which included that it was an inconvenience to their schedule
and having access to a car. The Ride for Free Transit program does not appear to have a
substantial impact on age and gender groups. The program had a significant impact on
income levels. However, the results show that many seniors use public transportation on other
days of the week (excluding Monday) and that they would consider taking public
transportation more in the future. The following chapter delves into deeper understanding of

how seniors perceive driving and public transportation.

26



5.0 CHAPTER FIVE: SENIORS’ PERSPECTIVES ON PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION

Chapter 4 explored travel behaviour through surveys and this chapter highlights seniors’
opinions towards automobile and public transportation use. The key findings from the
literature review of seniors’ perspectives towards public transit were that seniors viewed the
service positively in their daily schedule or negatively as a last resort travel option. The
interviews explored this topic further and provided additional insight into why a senior may like
or dislike driving and why they may like or dislike taking public transit. In addition, using the
interview data, rider experiences about the Ride for Free Transit Program was documented.
Lastly, interviewees commented on how the Town could improve public transit in general and

the Ride for Free Transit program to increase transit ridership.

Table 6 summarizes the profiles of those who were interviewed. The participants were
predominately female and were in the age range of 65 to 74, which was a younger group in
comparison to the survey results. Most of the participants had completed post-secondary
education. Many participants reported low individual income levels and lived alone. English

was the primary language spoken at home.
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Table 6: Profiles of Interviewed Participants

Participant Accessto  Car Use per Transit use per Aware of Program I would be Gender Age Education Income Living Situation  Language
Car week week Ride for impact on impacted if the
Free my transit Program
Program use stopped
Sandra Yes 5+ days a week Never use Yes No change Disagree Female 65to 74 Post-Secondary  High Live with family ~ English
Rachel Yes 5+ days a week > once a month, Yes Increase Neutral Female 65to 74 High School High Other English
but < once a week
Ellen Yes > once a month, 1to 2 daysaweek Yes Increase Strongly Agree Female 85+ Post-Secondary  Low Live alone English
but < once a
week
Douglas Yes 5+ days a week < once a month Yes No change Neutral Male 75to 84 High School Low Live alone English
Joshua Yes 5+ days a week < once a month Yes No change Disagree Male 65to 74 Post-Secondary  Prefer not  Live alone English
to say
Nadia No Never use 5+ days a week Yes No change Neutral Female 7510 84 Post-Secondary  High Live with English
partner
Randolph Yes 5+ days a week Never use Yes No change Strongly Male 65to 74 Post-Secondary  High Live with English
Disagree partner
Diane Yes 5+ days a week Never use Yes No change Neutral Female 65to 74 Certificate Prefer not  Live with English
to say partner
Amy Yes 5+ days a week 1to 2 days aweek Yes Increase Disagree Female 7510 84 Certificate Prefer not  Live alone English
to say
Ella No Never use < once a month Yes No change Neutral Female 85+ Post-Secondary  Low Live alone English
Theresa Yes 3to 4 days a 3to 4 days aweek Yes Increase Strongly Agree Female 75 to 84 Post-Secondary  Low Live alone English
week
Mary Yes 5+ days a week < once a month Yes Prefer notto  Neutral Female Prefer not  Post-Secondary  Prefernot Live alone Other
say to say to say
Todd Yes 1to 2 days a 5+ days a week Yes Increase Strongly Agree Male 65to 74 Post-Secondary  Low Live alone English
week
Brenda Yes 1to 2 days a Never use Yes No change Disagree Female 65to 74 Post-Secondary  High Live alone English
week
Fran No Never use 3to 4 days aweek Yes No change Strongly Agree Female 751t0 84 Post-Secondary  Low Live alone Other
Ralene No Never use 5+ days a week Yes No change Neutral Female 75t0 84 Post-Secondary  Low Live alone Prefer not
to say

Income: Low (less than $40,000); High ($40,000 or more)
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5.1 Perceptions of Driving

If a participant drove, they were asked what they liked about it. It was found that participants
liked driving because they perceived to be in more control of their schedule, it was more
convenient by saving time from commuting, and that it was an easier way to get directly to
destinations. Participants were also asked what they disliked about driving and it was found

that driving became stressful once their physical health declined.

One example was Josh who was semi-retired, but was still actively involved in the community
through volunteering and participation in community organizations. He reported driving more

than five times a week. He viewed driving as a tool to leverage his independence:

Well, it gives me freedom. You know, it's not structured to a time. It’s
because I'm physically able to do it. (Josh, 65-74 years).

Another participant, Randolph, who drove more than five times a week and vacationed to
Florida in the winter, expressed his preference for driving because it was faster than public
transportation:

I know this sounds rather funny, but | do enjoy driving in my vehicle.
For example, | go to the [YMCA], which is almost on the other side of
town to me. It would take me half a day to get there and back [using the
bus]. | can be there in 15 mins. (Randolph, 65-74 years)
Another theme highlighted by Rachel, who also drove more than five times a week, was that

driving seemed to be easier to use than transferring on public transportation:

| guess | don’t have to worry about the weather so much. You know,

waiting at the bus stop and so on. [...] So it's just getting from point A to

B without the hassle of changing buses and so one so forth. | used to

have to drive in my job, so I'm comfortable with it. (Rachel, 65-74

years)
In contrast, participants noted that their preference for driving diminished with their decline in
health because they needed to be more alert and focused on their surroundings. Many
participants viewed driving as an activity that carried a lot of risk such as getting into an
accident. Brenda, who drove one to two days a week, commented on the physical difficulty of

driving of staying alert and her vision declining as she became older:
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| think the older I'm getting, I'm finding that | have to pay more
attention. Um, and I'm always worried... | notice that a lot of people go
through red lights now and yellow lights. And it's bothersome to me.
[...] I don’t like driving at night because again it's my vision — it's not as
good as it was; it's not as sharp. (Brenda, 65-74 years)

5.2 Perceptions of Public Transportation

Having public transportation service appeared to be an important option for seniors who have
stopped driving their cars or who were starting to use their car less. Participants were asked
what they liked about taking public transportation. Some respondents discussed themes of
independence, social interaction, friendly Oakville Transit bus drivers, and exploring their
neighbourhood as a benefit of having bus service. When asked what participants disliked
about public transportation, many described the service as inconvenient with a lot of time
allocated to waiting for the bus or transferring, they also highlighted the barrier of inclement

weather, and lastly, the barrier of learning how to use the system.

Douglas, who drove his car more than five times a week and used the bus less once a month,
commented on the utility of having public transportation as keeping seniors independent and

alleviating anxiety that their daily activities are a burden on someone else’s schedule:

Well, if you can’t drive anymore and there’s someone to drive you then
you sort of feel obligated. You know, you go to the Doctor’s or the
grocery store, it may take you five minutes longer than you expected
and then you think, oh [the person who drove me is] waiting for me. |
better go. And with public transit [...] if you had to pay a second ticket
or whatever, it's not all that much money. And it relieves you that way.
(Douglas, 75-84 years)

Another perceived benefit of taking public transportation was the social connections that were
forged through unexpected interactions when taking the bus. Amy, who drives her car five or

more times a week and takes the bus less than once a month, discussed how she used the

bus service to socialize with people on the bus:

Lots of time | have people to talk to when you’re standing there [at the
bus stop] you get into conversations [with people]. [...] You just strike
up a conversation and you get to know a lot of stuff that you wouldn’t
have known other words. (Amy, 75-84 years).

The friendliness and politeness of Oakville Transit’s bus drivers was a strong theme that many

participants acknowledged. Ralene, who did not have access to a personal vehicle and used
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Oakville Transit five times a week, lamented on the positive impact that Oakville Transit bus

drivers had on seniors’ commutes:

And | will tell you one thing, the bus drivers are absolutely wonderful.

Whether they are male or female, they are extremely polite. They are

nice and helpful. (Ralene, 75-84 years).
As an avid bus user who has a SPLIT pass, which is available to Halton Region residents
below a certain income, Ralene also discussed leveraging public transportation as a way to

explore her neighbourhood:

Well, | find that if | am bored | can take the bus and go to an area right
to the end of the trip and come back on the same bus. Just for a visit in
that area because otherwise | wouldn’t. And | don’t have to get lost.
(Ralene, 75-84 years).

Seniors such as Ellen, who drove more than once a month and take the bus one or two times
a week, appreciated having the public transit service so that she could expand her daily
activities to other areas of Oakville not accessible on foot.

Well, | have begun to use it more because I've exhausted all the

possibilities within my walking area. And | want to go further. Ellen (85+

years).
On the other hand, there were many reasons as to why people did not like taking the bus,
which reflects their perspectives towards public transportation. These themes included that
the bus was inconvenient, if there was inclement weather or if they lacked understanding of

how to use the system.

Randolph described his reason for not using the bus as an inconvenience because the time it
took to wait for the bus, transfer between buses, and finally get to his destination could not

match the speed or ease of a car:

I'd have to walk down the street and find the bus stop, which | don’t

know where it really is. And then I'd have to wait for the bus. I'd have to

wait for it to stop all along to where | was going and then transfer once

and twice. So to me that’s just not very convenient. (Randolph, 65-74

years)
Several participants noted that inclement weather during the winter was a major barrier to
taking public transportation. Theresa, who drove her car and used the bus both three to four

times a week, said that a reason for not taking public transportation would be inclement
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weather such as snow coupled with the lack of maintenance, which made getting on and off

the bus a barrier:

Because sometimes if it's snowing the banks are so high you can

hardly get on and off the bus and that’s one of the things that we have

a lot of beef about. | don’'t know if it's public transit or works who

cleans. (Theresa, 75-84 years).
Those who did not use transit discussed their lack of knowledge about the public
transportation system in Oakville. While Brenda typically drove her car one to two times a
week, she was unfamiliar with the system and therefore did not know how to navigate her way
through it:

Well, you know, because | don’t really use [public transportation] and |
don’t know anything about the routes, | don’t know where if | wanted to
go downtown how | could get there. | don’t even know where I'd call, |
guess I'd call or go on the computer. (Brenda, 65-74 years).

5.3 Experience with the Ride for Free Transit Program

Seniors acknowledged that the Ride for Free Transit Program could save them money, but
few participants seemed to heavily rely on the program. For those who did not regularly use
the bus, it appeared that they took advantage of the program when they had to a medical
appointment and did not want to pay for parking. For some who regularly used the bus, they
had a SPLIT pass and said that it was about $10/month®. This was a more convenient option
than using the Ride for Free Transit Program available only on Mondays because riders could
use the bus at any time. Further, it was a more economical option for bus riders that used the

bus on days other than Mondays because their subsidized bus pass would cover their fare.

Todd, who drove one to two days a week and took the bus more than five times a week, said

that the program was helpful to save money because seniors are on fixed incomes:

You know, and when you’re a senior, you’re on a fixed income. So any
way you save money is helpful. It's a benefit. (Todd, 65-74 years)

Sandra, who drove five times a week and never used public transit, primarily took care of her
grandchildren during the day. She commented that the program would not be beneficial for

her schedule and would not financially impact her:

® The price of an individual’s bus pass is determined on a case by case basis (Halton Region, n.d.).

32



| would not use [the program], unless | had to go to the hospital on

Monday or something, but otherwise | do too many things to be

bothered about thinking one day a week. [...] Money is not that much of

a concern for me. It is for some people I'm sure, but it’s not a big saving

and it’s certainly not a big convenience at one day a week. (Sandra,

65-74 years).
Ralene lived in Downtown Oakville and frequently goes to Hopedale Mall or to visit the Bronte
area. She used to use the Ride for Free Transit program, but does not rely on it now that she

has a SPLIT pass allowing unlimited travel during the month.

| never used to have the SPLIT pass. But since | have the SPLIT pass,
| use it just as often. [The program] doesn’t affect me. Other people,
other people | know. It's wonderful for them. And as a matter of a fact, |
meet them on the bus because of [the Ride for Free Transit Program].
(Ralene, 75-84 years).

5.4 Improving the Ride for Free Transit Program

When asked what Oakville Transportation could do to better improve the Ride for Free Transit
Program, participants commented on increased education on how to use the service and how
to transfer between buses, an increase in the number of free days in a week, increased
maintenance of clearing snow and ice around bus stops and the connections to them,
increased promotion of the Ride for Free Transit Program, increased coordination between
businesses and the program to incentivize seniors, and some participants felt that the

program was satisfactory and did not require improvements.

Rachel primarily used the bus to go to the mall, but she described being uncomfortable if she

had to transfer between buses:

| think that [Oakville Transit is] doing a good job. Now, as | say | kind of
just get on [the bus] and go to here. But if | had to transfer like if | had
to go to the North end of town and transfer two or three times that
might be different. But | don’t really know that at this point. So | don’t
really... other than the one time, I've never really used the transfer
system, so | don’t know. (Rachel, 65-74 years).

Similarly, Nadia, who was highly independent, discussed more education of the service
through an orientation that could inform people how to use public transportation because

there seemed to be a perceived fear of knowing where the bus goes.
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They [other seniors] don’t know where the bus goes and where it stops.

It's not like they’'ve not been on a bus, but it's just they don’'t know

where it goes. So the only helpful thing | would say on there is if they

could have some sort of orientation meeting for these people and

maybe go to a senior centre or apartment and just have a meeting with

them and maybe even just take them. (Nadia, 75-84 years).
An interesting theme that Josh discussed was better collaboration between businesses and
Oakville Transit to create senior discounts on other days of the week, which could increase

economic activity in the Town.

| think the benefit is if it [the program] was expanded should spill over
to the business and those types of... or get all the businesses to do
their senior discount days on Mondays, which is not practical. [...]. But,
you know, for a certain segment of the population to create more
activity. (Josh, 65-74 years).

5.5 Summary

This chapter explored the senior perceptions of driving and using public transportation and
what participants liked and disliked about each mode. The participants interviewed had
varying schedules and accessibility to travel options. It was found that most participants prefer
to drive to save time, while participants use the bus to avoid unsafe driving conditions due to
their declining health or to explore their neighbourhood and foster social connections with
people they meet when taking the bus. Participants who had a SPLIT pass or monthly bus
pass did not use the Ride for Free Transit Program because they could use transportation at
any time during the week. A major barrier to seniors using the public transportation or the
Ride for Free Transit Program was that they did not understand where buses went on their
routes or how to transfer between buses. Some participants suggested that there needs to be
more educational awareness and an orientation to physically show people how to use the
service. When asked about how participants would be impacted if the Program was
discontinued, there were some seniors who felt that they would be affected financially or who
suggested they would not be able to go out because they relied on the Ride for Free Transit

Program to get around.

34



6.0 CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION

The participants in this study were over the age of 65 and had varying travel behaviour
frequencies and perspectives towards public transportation and the Ride for Free Transit
Program. Data was collected through surveys and interviews. Most of the findings were
consistent with what was found in previous studies focused on travel behaviour among
seniors. However, there is a paucity of research completed on the Ride for Free Transit
Programs especially in suburban municipalities, making it difficult to support or contrast some
of the findings found in this case study.

The survey results suggest that most seniors drive to participate in day-to-day activities and
only a small proportion take transit. More precisely, the survey found that most seniors in
Oakville relied on the automobile as their main mode of transportation with 43.5% of seniors
stating that they used the car at least five times or more a week and 34.5% of seniors stating
that they never used public transportation. The pattern is similar to what has been reported in
other studies (such as Rosenbloom, 2001; Alsnih & Hensher, 2003; Paez et al., 2007). A high
percentage of seniors (67.8%) had access to a car as a driver, and 60.3% had access to a car
as a passenger. Furthermore in the interviews, many participants stated that they chose
driving because they enjoyed it and because it was easy to use. Although the survey did not
ask seniors specifically about their daily activities, many of the interview respondents reported
having fairly active lifestyles throughout the week that required the use of a car to take care of
their families, to attend exercise classes or community clubs, or to run errands. This active
lifestyle of seniors is similar to the studies done by Alsnih and Hensher (2003) and Hensher
(2007).

This study builds on the findings from the Oakville Free Rides for Seniors Transit Pilot
Program (Oakville Transit, Budget Committee Report, 2012). The Pilot survey focused on free
transportation use. In contrast, the findings from this MRP research provide insight into how
the program has affected travel behaviour among seniors and what the perspectives of
seniors are towards the Program. The findings from the survey are also consistent with the
results from the Town of Oakville’s Pilot Program Survey in the aspect that few seniors
identified themselves as avid bus riders. Also with regard to the reasons for public transit use,
the findings in this study were somewhat similar to the Pilot Program survey, which found that
seniors commonly used the free bus service to go to the hospital for medical appointments, go

shopping, or to attend special events (see discussion for Figure 7).
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The survey results showed that income was a significant factor in determining if a senior was
influenced by the Ride for Free Transit Program. Some interviewees discussed the
importance of saving money because they were on a fixed income. In addition to the Ride for
Free Transit Program, many low income seniors reported using the SPLIT program. This
meant that some seniors with low incomes benefitted from the Ride for Free Transit Program
and the SPLIT program, but they did not have to rely on the Ride for Free Transit Program.

It is then clear that the Ride for Free Transit program does not specifically attract low income
seniors who are using a SPLIT pass. Instead, the program can benefit all income groups, but
those who earn less than $40,000 use the Program more. Interview respondents also said
that they would consider using public transit more when their health declined or when they
had decreased access to a car. The vast majority of seniors surveyed knew about the
program (94.4%), but the impact of taking away the program had mixed results (37.4%
selected neutral, 38.3% felt they would be affected, and 24.4% mentioned that they would not
be impacted). Previous studies have reported that public transportation became more
important as the health of a senior or the ability to drive decreased (Smith & Hiltner, 1988;
Newbold et al., 2005; Michael et al., 2006; Hodge, 2008; Coronini-Cronberg et al., 2012; Kerr
et al., 2012). Our exploration in Oakville revealed similar results; seniors felt that the program
would be beneficial when they stopped driving in the future. Some seniors disliked driving
because as they got older they had to concentrate more when they drove and experienced

declining vision.

The survey findings showed that the majority of participants’ (63.1%) travel behaviour had not
changed since the inception of the Ride for Free Transit Program (see Figure 10). Since many
seniors’ travel behaviour did not change from the Ride for Free Transit Program, it could
indicate that one of the reasons is because many had access to a car, which Cronini-

Cronberg et al. (2012) described as the main reason for determining transportation choices.

The most popular option selected for taking public transportation (27.5%) in the survey was
that participants liked being able to take it by themselves. An interview respondent discussed
the relief of being able to go grocery shopping by taking the bus without being on someone
else’s schedule. This implies that some seniors valued their freedom and disliked relying on

social networks for rides. Many studies suggest that independent mobility is vital in sustaining
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a senior’s dignity because they would not feel like a burden when asking friends, family, or

community members for rides (Rosenbloom, 2001; Hodge, 2008, Frank et al., 2013).

Previous research has pointed out that conventional public transportation systems with fixed
routes and schedules are not conducive to the lifestyles of today’s seniors (Alsnih & Hensher,
2003; Hensher, 2007; Paez et al., 2007; Scott et al., 2009; Kim, 2011). Similar results were
observed in Oakville. An interview respondent felt that taking public transportation during their
day would be time consuming because it would result in long commute times on a fixed route,
and time spent waiting for the bus. Another respondent discussed that driving was more
straightforward between destinations than taking the bus.

Another theme that emerged from the interviews was that seniors were less likely to take
public transportation when there was inclement weather. Novek and Menec (2014) discussed
the importance of seniors depending on the bus during the winter, but sidewalks were found to
be “not walkable, slippery, [and] dangerous” (p. 1066). Rittner’s (1995) study also found that
personal safety, unwelcoming environments, and difficulty with physical access to the bus

provided negative perceptions of taking public transportation.

Another key finding was that the Ride for Free Transit Program was an opportunity for seniors
to explore their neighbourhood and to meet others. Some seniors reported that they would
take public transportation because it allowed them to go on an adventure or meet people at
bus stops highlighting the positive social benefits. The finding was consistent with the existing
literature that showed that public transportation can help connect seniors with others (Michael
et al.,, 2006) and help increase public transportation use (Richard et al., 2009). These soft
benefits were mentioned anecdotally in the Pilot Program survey that was conducted in 2012
(Town of Oakville, Budget Report, 2012). This research has provided a baseline of quantifying
a percentage of seniors who reported other positive benefits of the Ride for Free Transit
Program.

One recommendation discussed in the interviews to improve the public transportation system
in Oakville was to provide inexperienced seniors with demonstrations and educational
workshops on how to use the bus. Some seniors suggested having public transportation
orientations that could be done at community centres. This could help seniors understand how

to navigate the public transportation system and make taking the Ride for Free Transit
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Program more user-friendly. Another recommendation was how the program could be better
incorporated with local businesses to further incentivize seniors to use public transportation to
receive a shopping deal. The Ride for Free Program is currently offered on Mondays, but
could work more with local businesses and Business Improvement Areas to provide seniors
with a discount at a shop or restaurant for taking the bus. This could encourage seniors to

spend more money and support local business, while increasing their transit ridership.

6.1 Policy Implications

The influx of seniors in the decades to come will play an important role in developing
transportation policies and programs that reflect the needs of this large and diverse population
and providing adequate transportation services for seniors will be placed on municipalities.
Integrating senior transportation policies will help to include seniors into the conversation and
help cities transform into more age friendly and inclusive places. The benefits of a mobile and

independent senior population may improve their physical and mental well-being.

This research evaluated the impact the Ride for Free Transit Program had on senior travel
behaviour. The survey results indicated an increase 37% of seniors used public transportation
because of the Ride for Free Transit Program. This evidence supports that this type of
alternative transportation program is beneficial for some segments of the senior population.
Namely, the program was found to be significant across low and high incomes, but not for
gender or age. The Ride for Free Transit Program could present an opportunity for seniors
transitioning from driving private automobiles to taking public transportation. The Town of
Oakville’s transportation policies should strive to offer a variety of programs that will benefit

different types of seniors.

To enable the transition of seniors who would like to take the bus, the Town of Oakville should
consider better education around public transportation. Many seniors reported a lack of
knowledge of where the bus went, how to transfer between buses, where bus stops were, and
how to navigate public transportation maps and schedules. Re-working these concerns by

providing an educational workshop at community centres could increase end user benefits.

Oakville’s senior population tends to have active lifestyles within the community. The
traditional fixed bus routes, fixed scheduling and short transfer time is not conducive to

today’s senior. The Town of Oakville could explore a demand responsive transit system,
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which uses flexible bus routes and schedules that is a cross between a public transportation
system and taxi (Transportation Systems Center, 1974). These types of systems can be more
flexible and convenient for passengers by offering a direct route to destinations
(Transportation Systems Center, 1974). While these systems can be more convenient, the
cost of these types of systems can be more expensive than traditional public transportation
systems, therefore the feasibility of this system should be further investigated. The Town of
Oakville should consider increasing the two hour transfer time in a single trip as some seniors
expressed difficulty with completing their activities in the current transfer period. Seeing as the
bus frequency on weekends is once every hour, a two hour transfer period on weekend
should be increased to accommodate the needs of seniors. Furthermore, inclement weather in
the winter was a major barrier to seniors taking public transportation. Improved access to bus
stops will need to improved coordination with the Town of Oakville, property owners and third
parties to ensure that sidewalks are properly cleared.

6.2 Limitations of Data

This study studied a particular senior population at one point in time. A longitudinal research
that would study the same population over a period of time, such as before and after a Ride
for Free Transit Program is implemented, could not be conducted. A longitudinal study would
help to compare baseline data with “after-implementation” data in order to better analyze the
changing public transportation needs of seniors, which might inform policies and programs

more effectively (Flvberg, 2011).

Given the limited time for this research, smaller samples for the surveys (n=131) and the
interviews (n=16) had to be relied on. However, it could be argued that the seniors that use
the Ride for Free transit program are a specific sub-population, which would deem the survey
sample size sufficient. The sample size that was used in this study was also comparable to
other similar works. For example, a study by Franke et al. (2013) looked at the physical
activity in low-income older adults on rent subsidies and used data from 161 questionnaires

and 17 qualitative interviews.

Since this research was undertaken in the timeframe of an MRP, the survey questions could
not be piloted beforehand. The survey question that asks about individual income could have

included different category breakdowns that would include a low income bracket of less than
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$30,000 based on the Halton Health Line (MississaugaHaltonHealthLine, 2015), medium
income bracket of $30,000 to $60,000, and a high income bracket of more than $60,000. The
category breakdown of individual income categories was based on the individual median
income of Oakville using National Household Survey (NHS) data in 2010. The reliability of
2011 NHS data must be cautioned as this dataset is voluntary and less accurate than its
comprehensive long-form predecessors. The Global Non-Response Rate in Oakville was
acceptable at 21.5% because it was below the 50%, which is the threshold for low data
quality. Further, another question that could have been improved with a pilot survey was why
seniors take public transportation. Since many participants wrote that they did not have
access to a car, the options should have included “no longer having access to car” or “not

knowing how to drive,” which would have improved the accuracy of the survey results.

With regard to reliability of the responses, a total of 89 surveys were administered in person
during open houses at the community centres and in the common space of the senior
residence. The rest of the survey participants (n = 42) completed surveys by themselves and
submitted them in the drop box or online; they did not have the benefit of consulting with the
researcher for any questions or clarifications, which may have affected the quality or reliability

of their responses.

In addition, many of the participants were surveyed at the Town of Oakville Senior community
centres and a Senior citizen residence, which were located closer to the downtown core of
Oakville. This research also acknowledges that many seniors do not live in senior residences
or use senior community centres such as new immigrants, thus a large segment of the senior
population may not have been reached. Oakville Senior Services stated that one third of
Oakville’s senior population (based on Statistics Canada data from 2006) was comprised of
new immigrants. The participation of new immigrants was not reflective of the total population
because new immigrants only account for 5% of the community centre membership (Krever,
2010).

Despite some limitations, this study makes a significant contribution in understanding the
impact of Ride for Free Transit Programs on senior travel behaviour. This case study will add
to a growing body of literature on Canadian senior perspectives towards free public

transportation in suburban municipalities.
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7.0 CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION

Understanding the specific transportation needs of seniors will have implications for planners
and policy makers. Public transportation may become more popular in suburban municipalities
if policies and programs can accommodate the influx of trips that seniors take. Studies on
public health, senior travel behaviour, and senior perspectives on public transportation have
been more descriptive with their findings, but quantifying senior travel behaviour on public
transportation has been scarce.

This case study on Oakville, Ontario was conducted to examine the effects of the Ride for
Free Transit Program. Overall, it was found that the Program did not change travel behaviour
for 63% of seniors, but it increased public transportation ridership for 37% of seniors. The
travel behaviour of Oakville’s seniors was similar to findings found in other studies, where
more seniors drive than ever before, but tend to take public transportation less. Another factor
that could affect senior ridership was that since some seniors were eligible for the SPLIT
program, they did not need to rely on the Ride for Free Transit Program. However, the results
showed that income was a significant factor for seniors using the Ride for Free Transit
Program. This could suggest that those who earned less than $40,000 used the Ride for Free
Transit Program more than those who earned $40,000 or more. Within interviews, participants
felt that they would use the Ride for Free Program if they experienced health decline or no

longer had access to a car.

Understanding the travel behaviour and perspectives towards public transportation of seniors
in Oakville could be useful in gauging the travel needs of seniors over time. Many seniors
perceived public transportation to be inconvenient as the routes and scheduling were fixed,
and to be a slow mode of transportation compared to the car. Seniors also discussed themes
of personal safety pertaining to the weather when accessing public transportation by bus
stops because of winter snow conditions. More positively, some seniors also perceived the
bus to be an enjoyable service, a great option since their health declined, more economical
than driving and owning a car, an opportunity to build social relationships and connect to the

community, and allow the option to take public transportation by themselves.

The intent of this research is not to convert all seniors into taking public transportation, but
rather, it underscores the importance of transportation alternatives for seniors. This

information may be useful for policies that look at programs that adopt free ride aspects. It is
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important to select free ride programs that will not only provide the best service for the cost,

but will also have many positive benefits for seniors even if they are harder to quantify.

Further research on this topic could look at quantifying the number of trips and time spent
commuting by car and by bus, which could provide more specific data on senior travel
behaviour and set a baseline of information on how much intervention programs could affect
senior travel behaviour. More research could also look at the spatial patterns of seniors’
activities and how public transportation routes could be readapted to make them more useful.
Further research on Ride for Free Transit Programs could look at measuring the positive
benefits of social interaction seniors receive along bus routes or at bus stops. Lastly, other
municipalities considering a similar program could conduct a study before the implementation
and after to evaluate the effectiveness of the program on seniors. Future assessments of
public transportation incentive programs that may affect the travel behaviour of seniors may

become more prevalent in literature as Baby Boomers enter into the age of retirement.
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Appendix 1: Survey

In 2012, Oakville Transit implemented a ride for free transit program on Mondays. This has
allowed residents over the age of 65 years to travel all day on all bus routes every Monday at
no charge.

The following is a short survey for a Master’s research project at Ryerson University. This
research has two goals. First, it will look at senior perspectives and their behaviour towards
public transit and ride for free transit program in Oakville, Ontario. Second, this research will
determine if a ride for free transit program has decreased auto-dependency and increased
public transportation ridership.

To participate, you must be over the age of 65 as this research is focusing on the senior
citizen mobility in Oakville, Ontario. This information and your identity will be kept confidential.
Only the researcher and the supervisor will have access to this data. If at any time you feel
uncomfortable, you may decline to answer any questions or to stop the survey.

Thank you for your participation!

Survey: Ride for Free Transportation Program

This survey is estimated to take 3-5mins to complete. Please answer the following
guestions by circling your response or filling in the blanks:

1) How many years have you lived in the Town of Oakuville:

2) Do you have access to a personal vehicle?

As a driver As a passenger
a) Yes a) Yes
b) No b) No
3) How many times a week do you use a personal vehicle (as a driver or passenger) to go
somewhere?

a) Never use personal vehicle
b) Less than once a month
c) More than once a month, but less than once a week
d) One to two days a week
e) Three to four days a week
f) Five or more days a week
4) How many times a week do you take Oakville Transit public transportation to go
somewhere?
a) Never use public transit
b) Less than once a month
c) More than once a month but less than once a week
d) One to two days a week
e) Three to four days a week
f) Five or more days a week

5) Why do you take public transportation? (circle all that apply)
** Please skip this question if you NEVER use public transit
a) It's cheaper than driving (i.e. saves money on fuel)
b) Itis a more convenient mode of transportation than automobile for me
c) |like being able to take public transportation by myself
d) Taking transit is good for the environment
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6)

7

8)

9)

e) Taking transit is good for my health
f) Other:

Why do you NOT take public transportation? (circle all that apply)
** Please skip this question if you use public transportation.

a) Itis not accessible in my daily routine

b) The fare is expensive

c) It's too slow

d) Not convenient

e) Other:

Are you aware of Oakville Transit’s seniors ride for free program which is offered on
Mondays?

a) Yes

b) No

Has the seniors ride for free program made a difference in your transit use?

a) Yes

b) No

Do you use public transit more or less than before the program was implemented?
a) More

b) Less

¢) No change

10) Do you use Oakville Transit on days when the seniors ride for free service is not offered?

a) Yes
b) No

11) You would be impacted if this ride for free transit service was no longer available to you.

a) Strongly Agree
b) Agree

c) Neutral

d) Disagree

e) Strongly Disagree

12) How has this ride for free transportation program changed your transportation behaviour

(circle all that apply)?

a) No change

b) I drive/take aride in a car less than before

c) | take public transit more than before

d) | walk/cycle more than before

e) |take another mode of transportation more than before (Please state other mode of
transportation)

13) Demographic questions:

a) Please circle. Gender: M or F
b) Where do you live (postal code or major intersection)?

c) What is your age range?
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i) 65to74
i) 75-84
iii) 85+
d) What is your highest level of education attainment?
i) No high school
if) High school
iii) Post-secondary
iv) Certificate
v) Trades
vi) Other
vii) Prefer not to say
e) What is your individual income level?
i) Low (less than $40,000)
ii) High($40,000 or more)
iii) Prefer not to say
f) What is your living arrangement?
i) Live with partner
ii) Live alone
iii) Live with family
iv) Other
g) What language do you speak at home?
i) Please State:
i) Prefer not to say

14) Future Participation
Would you be willing to participate in an interview in October-December, 2014 to
discuss your experience with Oakville’s ride for free transit program and how it has
changed or not changed your travel behaviour?
Interview dates and locations will be announced as soon as they become available.
Interviews will last from 20-30mins.

a) No, | am not available for an interview.

b) Yes, | am available for an interview. Please provide the following:
¢ Name:
e E-mail address:
e Phone number:

This information and your identity will be kept confidential and will only be used to contact
willing participants. Only the researcher and supervisor will have access to this information.

You have now completed this survey.
Thank you for your knowledge!
Please return this survey to the researcher.
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Appendix 2: Interview Guide

Demographic Information and Interview Guide:

You have participated in the questionnaire for this research project: Senior Perspectives
towards ride for free transit programs. We will further discuss your experience with Oakville’s
ride for free transit program. We will also talk about your daily travel patterns and if this
program has helped to reduce your car usage and increased your transit ridership.

Please remember that there are no right or wrong answers. We’re here to talk about your

experience.

This interview will be recorded and transcribed later. The information collected and your
identity will be kept confidential. Only myself and my supervisor will have access to this data.
If at any time you feel uncomfortable, you may decline to answer any question or to stop this

interview.

1. Describe what a typical day looks like for you.
a. Where do you go?

b.
What do you like / do you not like about driving?

N

How do you get there?

a. Have you ever opted to take public transportation over driving? Why or why

w

not?

If you go somewhere, would you take public transportation?

a. What motivates you to take public transportation?

b.

What prevents you from taking public transportation?

4. Tell me about your experience about the town of Oakville’s ride for free transportation
program.
a. What did you like or not like about your experience(s).

b.
c.
d.

e.

f.

Why have you used this service? / Why have you not used this service?
How would you be impacted if this service was no longer available to you?
How has this service changed your transportation behaviour?
i. Do you think that you use public transportation more, the same or less?
ii.  How has this service impacted the frequency of you using other modes
of transportation?
What do you think that the city could do to better improve this program that
would make you or others take this service more?
In the future, do you think that you will use this service more, the same or less?
Why?

5. s there anything else that you think that | should know?

Thank you for your participation!
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