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Since the late 1990s, a new type of intercity transportation has transformed travel 

in many American cities. This new travel option has not come from revolutionary 

technological innovation, large-scale infrastructure investment, or long-term planning 

efforts. Rather, the new travel option is the intercity bus, a mode that had been in decline 

for decades.  

After roughly fifty years of steady decline in ridership, intercity buses are 

suddenly the fastest growing intercity mode in the United States. This growth is due to 

curbside intercity buses, which pick up and drop off passengers on city street corners 

rather than in bus terminals. This seemingly small change in operations is at the heart of 

the dramatic growth in intercity bus travel. On the Northeast Corridor alone, intercity bus 

travel has more than doubled between 1997 and 2007 from three and a half million to 

over seven million trips.  

This research looks beyond the growth in ridership to unpack what these changes 

mean for the passengers on these buses, for the public at large, for competing intercity 
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providers, and for regulators and local transportation planners. This dissertation poses 

three broad research questions. First, how and why do passengers choose to take curbside 

buses? Second, who uses curbside buses and how are these buses influencing their travel 

behavior? Third, how are curbside buses changing both the intercity bus industry and 

how have city planners responded to the problems associated with an influx of curbside 

intercity buses on city streets? 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

This dissertation examines the rapidly growing curbside intercity bus industry. 

Curbside buses are intercity buses that eschew bus terminals in favor of picking up and 

dropping off passengers on city street corners. In the past 15 years, this new segment of 

the intercity bus market has emerged and transformed a moribund industry. Between 

1998 and 2007, the number of intercity bus passengers on the Northeast Corridor 

(between Boston and Washington DC) has doubled to over seven million annual 

passengers (more recent data on the industry are not available) (Greyhound Bus Lines, 

2007). Curbside buses are credited with the first increases in intercity bus service in the 

United States since the middle of the last century (J. P. Schwieterman, Fischer, & Smith, 

2008; J. P. Schwieterman, Fischer, Smith, & Towles, 2007). Further, these buses might 

offer a cheaper and more immediate alternative for improving intercity travel than 

investing in high-speed rail. However, policy-makers must weigh the promise of this new 

form of travel against concerns of unsafe buses, congested city streets and operators that 

ignore regulations.  

The dramatic changes to the intercity bus industry pose a policy question: how 

should federal and local governments regulate intercity buses? In this dissertation, I 

address the question of regulation by providing a foundation of knowledge about the 

nature of these buses and their impacts. I pose three broad research questions. First, what 

aspects of curbside buses attract large numbers of passengers? Second, who uses curbside 

buses and how do these buses influence their travel behavior? Third, how are curbside 
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intercity buses changing the intercity bus industry and how are local planners responding 

to the challenges posed by these buses? 

Prior to the introduction of curbside buses, US intercity bus ridership, service and 

revenues had been in decline for over 50 years (J. P. Schwieterman et al., 2007). As a 

percentage of intercity mode share, intercity bus use declined from about 10 percent at 

the end of World War II to 2.5 percent in the 1960s (Meyer, Oster, G·mez-Ib§¶ez, & 

Clippinger, 1987). Many travelers perceived intercity bus as a mode of last resort: fit for 

the poor, the very young or old, minorities and women (Meyer et al., 1987; Walsh, 2000). 

In the early 1980s, the federal government deregulated the intercity bus industry amid a 

wave of regulatory reforms (Morrison & Winston, 2000). The presumed benefits of 

deregulation did not develop, and intercity bus travel continued to decline (Berechman, 

1993). Competition rarely emerged; that is, until curbside buses appeared on the scene.  

The curbside bus industry began in New York Cityôs Chinatown in the late 1990s 

with the so-called Chinatown bus. The first Chinatown bus company, Fung Wah 

Transportation Company, began as a charter service in 1998 at the request of a group of 

Chinese immigrant parents who wanted to visit their children at college in Boston 

(Farivar, 2005). The service quickly became popular within the Chinese immigrant 

community, and since the early 2000s it has attracted passengers beyond the co-ethnic 

community (Klein, 2009). Subsequently, several competing bus companies began 

offering similar service from Chinatown in New York to Chinatowns in other cities 

throughout the Northeast. Since 2005, large multinational transportation companies have 

begun operating curbside bus service throughout the Northeast and the Midwest. Even 
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Greyhound Bus Lines has ventured into the curbside bus market with BoltBus, a curbside 

bus company jointly owned with Peter Pan Bus Company (Klein, 2009).  Figure 1 shows 

the dramatic increase in the number of cities served by curbside intercity buses between 

2008 and the end of 2013. The cities indicated by red dots are those with intercity 

curbside bus service in 2008 while those with black dots are cities serviced by intercity 

curbside buses in 2013. 

 

Figure 1 Cities served by curbside buses 

 

The rise of curbside buses has not been without incident. Since 2004, at least 11 

curbside buses crashed, resulting in almost 30 deaths and injuring over 150 passengers 

(Fanelli, 2010; Gelbart, 2007; Hill, 2003; Norton & Marsh, 2011; Slack & Daniel, 2005). 

These accidents have been widely publicized and media attention has focused on whether 

curbside operators are less safe than traditional bus companies and recent research has 

suggested that curbside carriers have higher rates of crashes than traditional terminal 

carriers (Cheung & Braver, 2012). These crashes focused media attention on the safety 
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concerns about low-cost buses and eventually led to the shutdown by the Federal Motor 

Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) of roughly 30 Chinatown bus companies on the 

East Coast.  

Understanding the sources of curbside busesô new growth is crucial to evaluating 

their overall impact. The doubling of intercity bus travel on the Northeast Corridor since 

the late 1990s stems from a combination of new trips and travelers switching from other 

travel modes to curbside buses. If curbside buses are attracting passengers from autos to 

buses, then curbside buses may be contributing to decreases in greenhouse gases. 

However, if curbside buses are drawing passengers away from publicly-funded commuter 

and intercity rail services, then there may be a negative impact on the environment and on 

rail operatorsô balance sheets. Further, the ability of curbside buses to attract travelers 

from intercity rail may limit future ridership for high speed rail, although these two 

modes may attract separate market segments.  

A growing curbside bus industry also has implications beyond intercity travel. A 

mode shift to curbside buses from other modes could signal a shift in the long-held view 

of intercity buses as mode of last resort. Understanding how curbside buses have 

transformed or bypassed this negative perspective can offer insights for transit planners. 

What lessons from the revival of intercity bus are transferable to local bus services to 

increase their ridership?   

The changes in the intercity bus industry provide an opening for examining 

debates about regulation and the effects of competition in transportation markets. The 

expanding curbside industry, with its increasing ridership and innovative services as well 
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as concerns about safety and spillover effects, highlight both the promise and peril of 

deregulated transit markets. This dissertation will explore these challenges from the 

perspective of bus riders, bus operators and transportation planners.  

Finally, I collected surveys and conducted focus groups with intercity bus 

passengers in 2009 and 2010 before the FMCSA shutting down the majority of the 

Chinatown buses (in 2012 and 2013). As such, the intercity bus industry looks very 

different today than it did when I conducted the focus groups and collected the survey 

data. Then, the Chinatown bus service was vibrant and a serious competitor to traditional 

terminal buses and corporate curbside buses. Today, there are no Chinatown bus 

companies providing service between New York and Boston or Philadelphia and only 

one still serving the New York to Washington DC route. As a result, while the focus 

group data and the survey data may not describe the current state of the industry, they 

capture many facets of what was the Chinatown bus.  

This chapter is organized as follows. The next section describes the intercity bus 

industry. Next, I describe the methods and outline the research questions along with 

summary findings for each chapter. 

 

Research Context 

The contemporary intercity bus industry includes several different types of bus 

service. This study focuses on three types of intercity bus service which have the greatest 

potential impact on intercity travel (Figure 1).  
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Figure 2 Intercity bus typology 

 

Traditional terminal buses 

The first type is the ñtraditional terminal bus,ò such as Greyhound Bus Lines and 

Peter Pan, which continue to operate the majority of their service out of traditional bus 

terminals. These are the buses that have defined intercity bus travel for the latter half of 

the twentieth century. 

 

The Chinatown bus 

The second type is the so-called ñChinatown busò. These buses are examples of 

how successful immigrant entrepreneurs identified an unmet need within the immigrant 

community; they have since expanded beyond the co-ethnic market (Bowles & Colton, 
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2007). What started as a single bus company serving the New York to Boston corridor 

transformed into an industry of ten to fifteen companies offering service between urban 

Chinese-immigrant enclaves in over 25 cities, though the connections from New York to 

Boston, Philadelphia, and Washington DC were the most significant routes until the 

FMCSA shutdowns of Chinatown buses in 2012 and 2013 (Klein, 2009). Though there 

are variations among the companies, the Chinatown buses generally use flat fares (prices 

that do not vary by time or occupancy) and sell most tickets via cash transactions on the 

bus itself, on the street, or in small storefronts. Many of the buses are unadorned white 

vehicles, making it difficult to distinguish one bus company from another. The uses of 

cash transactions on the street, competition with other bus companies for passengers, 

moving of pick-up and drop-off locations, violations for failing inspections and accidents 

involving these buses have all contributed to a perception that many of these companies 

routinely violate existing regulations, or are operating informally.  

As noted above, at the time of this study, many Chinatown bus companies were 

operating on the Northeast Corridor, but today, there are no Chinatown bus companies 

providing service between New York and Boston or Philadelphia and only one still 

serving the New York to Washington DC route.   

The term ñChinatown busò requires some explanation. In this dissertation I use 

this term to describe a number of independent bus companies largely staging their 

operations in Chinese ethnic enclaves. Many, but not all, of these bus companies share 

common characteristics (described above). My use of the term, however inaccurate, 

mirrors the way many participants in my focus groups and interviews used the term. For 
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example, focus group participants used the term ñChinatown busò to describe the 

collection of independent bus companies that operate in Chinatowns and made it clear 

that these were distinct from other types of bus companies. More often than not, 

participants used the generic term ñChinatown busò rather than a specific company name 

(e.g. Fung Wah, Lucky Star, or New Century). However, one participant in one of the 

English language focus groups questioned this practice, noting, ñWe call it ôthe 

Chinatown busô because for us, we just see Chineseéwe donôt even try to see the 

different companies.ò  

 

 

Figure 3 Chinatown Bus, New York City (Source: Travis Eby 2012) 
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Corporate curbside buses 

The ñcorporate curbside busesò are curbside buses owned by large multinational 

corporations. This sector includes BoltBus, which is jointly owned by Greyhound (a 

subsidiary of FirstGroup) and Peter Pan, as well as Megabus, owned by Stagecoach 

Corporation. Corporate curbside buses primarily stage their operations in central business 

districts and use new buses with distinctive branding. Megabus first began operating in 

the UK in 2004. It brought its business model to the US in 2006, starting in Chicago 

(connecting to 16 cities in the Midwest). In 2008, Megabus and BoltBus began operating 

intercity bus service on the Northeast Corridor (Klein, 2009). These buses feature 

onboard wireless internet and power outlets for personal electronics. Corporate curbside 

bus companies primarily rely on selling tickets in advance via internet-based credit card 

transactions. Fares are set using yield management algorithms which offer low prices for 

first few tickets sold on each departure and higher fares for subsequent tickets. The fares 

for these buses can be as low as $1 but are typically comparable to the fares on the 

Chinatown buses (e.g. $20 for a trip from New York to Washington DC). 

In the past few years, curbside buses have significantly increased their operations. 

As of November 2013, BoltBus has expanded their operations from the East Coast and 

now serves both the Pacific Northwest (out of a hub in Seattle) and California (serving 

Oakland, San Jose, Los Angeles and San Diego) (BoltBus, 2013). Megabus has expanded 

much faster and as of November 2013, has hubs in Chicago, New York, Philadelphia, 

Pittsburgh, Toronto, Washington DC, Atlanta, Dallas and San Francisco (Megabus, 

2013).  
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Following the shutdown of the Chinatown buses by the FMCSA, Greyhound and 

Peter Pan initiated a new curbside bus service based in New Yorkôs Chinatown. The new 

operation, Yo! Bus, initially served the New York to Philadelphia route but has since 

added a New York to Boston route.  

 

 

Figure 4 Megabus, Philadelphia (Source: Author 2012) 

 

 

Other intercity carriers 

Because of their limited potential impacts, I exclude intercity bus services that 

have not attracted a diverse ridership and have little short-term potential to affect travel 
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behavior. I exclude ñniche curbside buses,ò meaning intercity buses that almost 

exclusively serve a co-ethnic immigrant ridership base, unlike the Chinatown buses 

which were once niche curbside buses but have since become popular beyond the co-

ethnic market. Information about niche services is difficult to access outside of the 

community they serve (Hernández-León, 2008; Lee, 2005; Valenzuela, Schweitzer, & 

Robles, 2005). I also exclude casino, tour, charter and airport buses because they only 

provide service to specialized destinations. 

 

 

A distinction between terminals and curbside buses 

In this dissertation, I use the terms ñtraditional terminal bus,ò ñcurbside bus,ò and 

ñcorporate curbside bus,ò to differentiate the types of buses. In various ways, these terms 

are all inadequate. The term ñcurbside busò denotes intercity buses that stage operations 

on the street from those who stage operations inside terminals, but this term is 

increasingly inaccurate. Curbside bus companies do not exclusively avoid terminals in 

favor of curbs. Both curbside and traditional terminal buses operating in Boston stage 

their operations at the South Station Bus Terminal. In Washington DC, most curbside bus 

companies have recently moved their operations into the Union Station Garage. In 

addition, traditional terminal bus companies are increasingly entering the curbside bus 

market. The two largest traditional terminal bus companies in the Northeast, Greyhound 

and Peter Pan, jointly own two curbside bus companies, BoltBus and Yo! Bus. Rather 

than distinguishing between traditional and curbside intercity buses, it might be more 
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useful to differentiate ñlegacy carriersò from ñlow-costò carriers, as is often done with the 

airline industry. In airline parlance, legacy carriers are those who have existed prior to 

deregulation and low-cost carriers are those that have entered the market since.  

 

Methods 

This dissertation relies on mixed methods, qualitative and quantitative data 

collected from intercity bus passengers, operators, and transportation planners. I 

conducted a series of focus groups with bus passengers in 2009, a survey of passengers in 

2010 and a series of interviews with stakeholders from 2009 through 2013. I used the 

focus group data to understand why passengers choose to take curbside buses and to 

inform the development of the survey instrument. The survey provided information on 

bus passengers, their travel behavior, and experiences while traveling on intercity buses. 

Finally, the interviews provided perspective from bus operators and city transportation 

officials about the regulation of the intercity bus industry. The specific data collection 

and analysis procedures are described in more detail in the following chapters. I obtained 

IRB approval from Rutgers for this project in Spring 2009. 

 

Dissertation outline 

In this dissertation, I examine the appeal of curbside buses, the use of these buses 

and their impact.   
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What is the appeal of curbside buses? 

In fewer than fifteen years, curbside buses grew from nothing to become the 

dominant carrier in the market for intercity travel on the Northeast Corridor. Intercity bus 

ridership has grown steadily since then. Researchers have not articulated what attracts 

passengers to curbside buses or why ridership has grown so spectacularly within this 

sector. 

Understanding the popularity of these buses may offer important lessons for 

planners and policy-makers. Understanding how to attract riders to transit modes is 

crucial for reducing the environmental impacts of travel in the US, so curbside buses may 

offer valuable insights about how to make transit modes, and buses in particular, more 

popular. Additionally, the growing popularity of curbside buses may have important 

implications for the financial viability of high-speed rail and regional air travel. Intercity 

buses are a cheaper and more immediate alternative for improving intercity travel options 

compared to high-speed rail or airport expansion.  

For academics, this current research contributes to a large body of literature that 

examines how individuals make choices about travel modes and the factors that influence 

transit ridership. Researchers have long known that travel time, frequency and fares are 

important determinants of transit ridership, and these factors may be driving much of the 

growth in the curbside bus industry. However, curbside buses offer an opportunity to 

examine the role of other factors, such as information technology and neighborhood 

context. Curbside bus operators have been early adopters of information technology, 

providing wireless internet and power outlets onboard ahead of rail and air travel 
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operators. Additionally, the variety of different contexts in which intercity buses operateï

ïat traditional bus terminals, in immigrant neighborhoods, and in central business 

districtsïïcan shed light on the role local contexts play in travel decisions. For example, 

the ownership by Chinese immigrants and location of many curbside buses in Chinatown 

provide a unique opportunity to examine the way that race and cultural context influences 

travel decisions. 

Chapter two presents the results of the focus groups. During the six focus group 

discussions, participants were eager to share their experiences taking curbside buses. 

Participants relished the opportunity to opine on the pros and cons of the various travel 

options, describe their travel decision-making process and relate both outlandish and 

scary experiences they had onboard these buses. Beyond the wild tales are insights into 

how travelers make decisions about intercity travel. As expected, participants stressed the 

importance of price. Curbside buses are cheap and this appears to be an important 

determinant in the growth of curbside buses. In addition, participants talked about how 

scheduled reliability, frequency, flexibility and travel-time were important in their 

decisions. Onboard amenities, wireless internet and power outlets are less important. 

Safety concerns play a role, though more so for some people than others. 

In addition to the role played by operational aspects of the curbside buses, 

participants made it clear that their perceptions of the different buses influenced their 

travel behavior. Participants avoided traditional terminal buses because they perceived 

them as undesirable. They associated riding the Chinatown bus with a form of cultural 

tourism and saw the corporate curbside buses as professional. 
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Who uses curbside buses and how do these buses influence travel behavior? 

An analysis of the intercity bus ridership provides a way to understand the 

changing demographics of intercity bus travel. Who uses these buses, who will be 

affected by policies targeting curbside buses, and how are these buses changing travel 

behavior? Any proposed regulation should take into account who benefits from these 

services and who is at risk if buses are unsafe. 

During the second half of the twentieth century, intercity travelers with the means 

took to the air or drove, leaving the intercity bus largely as the carrier for people too old, 

too young or too poor to drive; they were more likely to be female than male and more 

likely to be African-American or Latino than White (Jackson, 1984; Meyer et al., 1987; 

Oster & Zorn, 1986; Walsh, 2000). Yet there is some evidence that curbside buses attract 

populations who have not used intercity buses in large numbers in the past. The first 

curbside buses, the Chinatown buses, originally served an exclusively Chinese immigrant 

clientele. While these buses have become popular beyond the specific immigrant context 

and their ridership has diversified, it appears that Chinese immigrants still are a 

significant portion of their ridership base (Farivar, 2005). Corporate curbside buses claim 

to attract a more affluent audience by offering onboard wireless internet and selling 

tickets online (Stellin, 2010). A spokesperson for one of the corporate curbside bus 

companies noted that their ridership includes a larger share of professionals and business 

travelers compared with other bus companies, and more than half of riders are ñleaving 

their car at homeò (Cameron, 2008). This statement suggests that many of their 
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passengers do not take the buses out of necessity. By appealing to Chinese immigrants 

and affluent travelers respectively, both the Chinatown and corporate curbside buses 

appear to be changing the demographics of intercity bus travel. 

In the demographic analysis, I collected information on passengersô age, sex, race 

and ethnicity, residential location, employment status, household income, household size 

and auto ownership. A changing ridership may be indicative of shifting public perception 

of intercity bus travel. If the different types of intercity buses attract a specific 

demographic clientele, then perhaps the buses are developing into a class-based 

transportation system. 

An understanding of how curbside buses change travel behavior is crucial for 

evaluating the net effect of these services. If curbside buses attract passengers who 

otherwise would have driven, then the net environmental impact of these buses is likely 

positive. However, if most riders switch from more energy efficient trains to buses, then 

the net environmental impact may be negative.  The financial implications of this shift 

are not the focus of this dissertation.  However, if curbside buses draw a large number of 

passengers away from rail or air travel, then this shift may have important financial 

consequences for public investment in high-speed rail and airport expansion. 

Chapter three presents the analysis of the survey. For many years, researchers 

called the intercity bus a mode of last resort (e.g. Fischer & Schwieterman, 2011). The 

survey data suggest that this may no longer be the case. In terms of the passengers riding 

corporate curbside buses, Chinatown buses and traditional terminal buses, there are 

important differences within the intercity bus market on the Northeast Corridor. A larger 
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share of corporate curbside bus passengers are affluent and white than intercity bus 

passengers onboard traditional terminal bus companies, while the Chinatown buses 

attracted more Asian passengers and more male passengers than intercity bus passengers 

onboard traditional terminal bus companies. In addition, contemporary intercity bus 

passengers appear to be different from intercity bus passengers in the 1990s. Compared 

with buses from before the dawn of curbside buses, todayôs intercity bus passengers 

traveling on the Northeast Corridor are younger, more racially diverse and more affluent. 

Curbside buses also affect travel behavior. After using these buses, survey 

respondents indicated that they were less likely to use rail or to drive for the same trips. 

The effect of riding the Chinatown bus was not quite so extensive. After riding the 

Chinatown bus, survey respondents were less likely to use Amtrak, but taking the bus had 

no effect on their likelihood of driving.  

The survey data also support the notion that the Chinatown buses may have been 

less safe than other intercity buses. Passengers on the Chinatown buses reported that they 

had observed drivers talking on their phones and driving unsafely more frequently than 

passengers on who used other intercity buses. Additionally, passengers also felt that these 

buses were in much worse physical condition than other corporate curbside buses, which 

is perhaps not surprising given that corporate curbside buses are typically newer vehicles 

than the Chinatown buses (Klein, 2009). Passengers also reported operational problems 

(such as more late or no-show buses) and maintenance problems with traditional terminal 

buses at similar, or higher rates, than the Chinatown buses and much higher than the 

corporate curbside buses. These problems could contribute to passengers abandoning or 
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avoiding traditional terminal operators. 

 

How are curbside buses changing the intercity bus industry and how are city planners 

responding?  

Over twenty years after the deregulation of intercity bus travel in the US, many of 

the predicted effects of deregulation are now being realized in the form of curbside buses. 

As predicted by the proponents of deregulation, the federal government removed controls 

on entry and exit into the market and now the industry appears to be experiencing 

declines in fares and increases in competition, ridership, and service, along with 

innovations. However, critics of deregulation also predicted some negative consequences 

which also appear to be coming true: threats to public safety and negative impacts to 

neighborhoods.  

To understand these changes, I interviewed bus operators, local transportation 

planners, neighbors and other local stakeholders. The interviews provide an in-depth 

understanding of both the positive and negative aspects of deregulation. The interviews 

address the ability of curbside buses to spark innovation in the industry. Meanwhile, 

talking to local planners reveals how they are responding to the emergence of informal 

bus depots on their streets.   

Chapter four reports the findings from the interviews with stakeholders in the 

intercity bus industry. The interviews suggest that traditional terminal bus companies 

eventually adopted many of the innovations of the Chinatown buses and later the 

corporate curbside buses. City planners have responded to the influx of a large number of 
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buses on city streets via two primary policy approaches: developing permitting programs 

to regulate the use of curb space and/or pushing curbside intercity buses back into bus 

terminals. However, these tools (particularly the permitting programs) are limited in their 

ability to rein in the problems associated with curbside buses. It is not clear that the 

alternative (requiring that intercity buses use terminals) is an approach cities should 

pursue. More generally, the findings in this chapter suggest that deregulation of the 

intercity bus industry does not indicate the absence of regulation. Rather, deregulation 

has in fact resulted in the devolution of regulation to local city and transportation 

planners.   

The final chapter summarizes the findings from this research, discusses the 

implications for planners and policy-makers and outlines avenues for future research. 

There are a number of aspects to this study that temper these findings. In the focus 

groups, surveys and interviews, I only include a limited set of participants. The views of 

passengers and operators of the Chinatown buses are underrepresented, the survey data 

and focus group data were only collected in New York and Philadelphia, and I was not 

able to include travelers who do not travel by bus (both those who never have and those 

who stopped using buses).  

This research points to a number of areas for future research. There are several 

aspects of the changing intercity bus industry that remain obscured. First, the most basic 

step would be an effort to document the growth of intercity bus ridership on the Northeast 

Corridor. The most recent attempt to gauge the size of the industry was in 2007, when 

Greyhound conducted their own study (Greyhound Bus Lines, 2007). Second, additional 
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research is needed to understand what has happened to all the passengers of the 

Chinatown buses that have been shuttered by the FMCSA. Third, the continued 

expansion of curbside buses outside the Northeast Corridor offers very interesting 

opportunities to examine the relationship between curbside buses and competing rail 

modes. Recently opened curbside bus routes throughout the US also provide 

opportunities to examine changes in travel behavior beyond the Northeast Corridor. In 

addition, the analysis of the focus group discussions with intercity bus passengers 

revealed that these travelers made decisions about how they travel based on two very 

different types of information. Future research should also examine the role of 

perceptions about travel modes and how they influence travel behavior.  

This dissertation concludes with two main policy recommendations. Both 

recommendations build on the efforts that cities are already undertaking to expand local 

regulation of intercity bus operators. The first recommendation is to require that intercity 

bus companies provide cities with regular documentation about their bus operations so 

that cities can improve their own planning for these services. Second, cities should look 

to the past and require that bus companies provide space for their passengers. This policy 

would force bus companies to internalize the costs they avoid by using public space, as 

well as confront their negative effects on the sidewalk.   
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CHAPTER 2: INTERCITY  BUS PASSENGER MODE CHOICE  

   

This chapter examines the growth of the curbside bus industry in the Northeast 

from the perspective of passengers. Drawing on a series of five focus groups with 

curbside bus passengers, this analysis examines the range of factors that contribute to the 

rapid growth of this travel mode. First, I outline participantsô narratives about the 

transition to curbside buses from other modes. In the focus groups, participants described 

switching from Amtrak to curbside buses for intercity trips because they are cheaper and 

switching from using Chinatown buses to corporate curbside buses because they felt they 

were more reliable, cleaner, and safer. As curbside buses continue to expand service 

throughout the country, competition between bus and rail for intercity passengers may 

become more common (as well as competition between regional air travel and bus).   

Second, I examine the factors influencing participantsô choice of curbside buses. 

Focus group participants describe two types of factors that influenced their choice to use 

a curbside bus. First, they talked about costs, travel time, frequency and safety. Among 

these, cost was clearly the most important factor in their choice to use a curbside bus. But 

participants also talked about an entirely different set of factors, which I did not 

anticipate prior to conducting the focus groups. These factors were participantsô 

perceptions of the various intercity buses and how these fuzzy emotional and experiential 

characterizations of the different buses influenced their travel decisions. Because I did 

not anticipate these perceptions, it is unlikely that they would have been uncovered 

without collecting qualitative data which allows research participants to introduce 
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unexpected topics. This research also contributes to a large body of literature that 

examines how individuals make choices about travel modes and the  factors that 

influence transit ridership.  

The curbside bus industry has undergone a shift following the completion of these 

focus groups for this study, most notably the shutting down of almost all of the 

Chinatown buses. Meanwhile, corporate curbside buses have continued to expand 

operations beyond the Northeast Corridor and now have a significant presence 

throughout much of the United States (J. P. Schwieterman, Antolin, Largent, & Schulz, 

2013).  

 

The rise, decline and return of the intercity bus in the US 

Curbside buses are not a new phenomenon. In the 1910s, a number of jitney 

entrepreneurs throughout the country gradually began operating longer distance routes, 

using larger vehicles with regularly scheduled trips (Walsh, 2000). In this era before bus 

terminals, early intercity operators relied on curbside pick-ups and competed for choice 

locations throughout the city. In general, though, the buses were unreliable and 

passengers were ñsatisfied with reaching their destination rather than enjoying a fast or 

comfortable journeyò (Meier & Hoschek, 1975; Walsh, 2000, p. 19). 

In the ten years following federal regulations that were imposed in 1935 which 

imposed controls on entry and exit into the market, scheduling, pricing and safety of 

intercity bus operators, the intercity bus industry increased ridership and improved 

service as small regional bus companies consolidated into large bus companies, such as 
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Greyhound and National Trailways (Walsh, 2000). These larger companies could 

coordinate schedules and routes to ease travel, and they invested in new equipment and 

bus terminals. The growth of the industry was mirrored by a growing interest in intercity 

bus travel through journalist accounts and films, which portrayed bus travel as an 

appealing way for people from all walks of life to travel (Jackson, 1984). Early intercity 

bus travelers viewed buses as ñexciting and liberating, albeit uncomfortable and 

somewhat unpredictableò (Walsh, 2000, p. 1). 

However, the growth in intercity bus ridership did not last. A ridership boom 

during World War II quickly dissipated and intercity bus mode share declined rapidly. 

During the second half of the twentieth century, the share of passengers using intercity 

buses decreased from 8.8% of all intercity miles traveled in 1944 to 1.4% of intercity 

miles by the end of the century Figure 5 (Walsh, 2000). Investments in the interstate 

highway system, increases in household income and improved quality of personal 

vehicles all contributed to the shift in intercity travel from rail and bus to air and cars 

(Meyer et al., 1987).  
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Figure 5: Intercity bus mode share as function of passenger miles, 1929-1999 

(Adapted from: (Walsh, 2003a)) 

 

Over time, the public perception of intercity buses and intercity bus terminals 

became more negative (Walsh, 2000). Increasingly, bus passengers were old, young 

adults, poor and minorities. (Jackson, 1984; Meyer et al., 1987; Walsh, 2000). According 

to a 1970s survey, ñAmericans tend to have a negative opinionéof [intercity] buses 

todayò (A Survey of American Attitudes Toward Transportation, 1978 quoted in Jackson, 

1984). In a survey of air and rail travelers in the 1980s, one respondent described the 

intercity bus as a ñlow-class hound dog. We wouldnôt use this sort of dog for haulingò 

(Jackson, 1984, p. 109). Urban bus terminals ñdeveloped the dubious reputation as 

substandard and precarious conditionsò due to media coverage and reports of poverty, 

homelessness, drugs and crime in and around bus terminals (Walsh, 2010, p. 223 see also 

Felson et al., 1996). A sociologist described a bus terminal in an unnamed US city in the 
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early 1970s as ñmarked by an atmosphere of what some would consider 'degeneracy.' It is 

a haven for indigent old men who congregate and chat for hours at a time. They are not 

involved with transit per se. It is more apt to say the depot is their homeò (Henderson, 

1975, p. 447). 

In the early 1980s, amid years of declining economic health, the federal 

government deregulated the intercity bus industry. The Bus Regulatory Reform Act of 

1982 removed controls on pricing, operations and entry and exit from the market while 

retaining regulations on safety and environmental impacts (Berechman, 1993; J. Kahn, 

1990). The promise of deregulation is that competition will force transit operators to be 

more efficient and provide better service to the public (Meyer, Peck, Stenason, & Zwick, 

1959). Evaluations of deregulation in the 1980s and 1990s generally found that 

deregulation did not lead to either the promised benefits or the feared harms (Berechman, 

1993; Button, 1987; Oster & Zorn, 1986; Talley, 1989).  

Yet, in the twenty-first century, the intercity bus industry is experiencing new 

growth, largely due to curbside buses. As mentioned above, the first curbside buses 

started in Chinatown. The Chinatown buses began as a single bus company in 1998 

serving the New York-to-Boston corridor and in ten years transformed into an industry of 

over 30 companies offering service between urban Chinese-immigrant enclaves in over 

25 cities (Klein, 2009). These buses emerged out of existing transportation companies 

already serving the Chinese immigrant community: local jitney services, Chinese 

immigrant-serving charter tour bus companies, and companies that transported workers 

from employment centers in New Yorkôs Chinatown to Chinese restaurants throughout 
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the country (Farivar, 2005; Guest, 2011; Klein, 2009; Lee, 2005). Competing companies 

soon followed, recognizing the unsatisfied demand for intercity service based in Chinese 

immigrant neighborhoods (Farivar, 2005). The Chinatown bus expanded beyond the co-

ethnic ridership base through word-of-mouth and numerous news accounts which usually 

described students who had ñdiscoveredò an inexpensive travel option on the Northeast 

Corridor (Klein, 2009). 

Corporate curbside buses represent a newer generation in the intercity bus market. 

In 2003, Megabus began operating in the UK offering ña no-frills, low cost alternativeò to 

the incumbent, National Express (Robbins, 2007, p. 4). In 2006, Megabus brought this 

model of service to the US (J. P. Schwieterman et al., 2007). The company first 

developed a hub in Chicago, then expanded to New York in 2008 and has subsequently 

expanded throughout much of the US. In 2008, Greyhound Bus Lines partnered with 

Peter Pan to develop BoltBus, a curbside bus company providing express service (unlike 

normal Greyhound operations which often makes several stops) on the Northeast 

Corridor (Klein, 2009). BoltBus has since developed hubs in the Pacific Northwest and 

California. 

In an analysis of several decades of intercity bus travel in the US, Schwieterman 

et al find that ñfor the first time in more than 40 years, the level of serviceò in the US is 

growing ñlargely due to the emergence and expansion of low-cost operators,ò i.e. 

curbside bus companies (J. P. Schwieterman et al., 2007, p. 9). An internal study by 

Greyhound (2007) found that between 1998 and 2007, the number of intercity bus 

passengers on the Northeast Corridor doubled to over seven million passengers annually. 
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During this period, market share for traditional terminal buses on this corridor declined 

overall and as a share of the total intercity bus trips, dropping from 100 percent to 40 

percent of the entire market (Greyhound Bus Lines, 2007). By 2008, there were more 

curbside buses than traditional inter-city buses operating on the Northeast Corridor 

(Klein, 2009). Since then, curbside buses have expanded throughout much of the US and 

have almost doubled their scheduled departures from 589 in 2010 to 1,042 in 2012 (J. P. 

Schwieterman et al., 2013). 

Table 1 summarizes the travel costs, time and number of departures for a trip 

from New York to Washington in late 2009, when I conducted the focus groups. At the 

time, prices on the Chinatown buses, corporate curbside buses and traditional terminal 

buses were all within a similar range and all much cheaper than Amtrak. The Chinatown 

bus fares were flat while fares for the other modes varied according to demand or, in the 

case of Greyhound, when or where the purchased. The table shows scheduled travel 

times, which are shortest on Amtrak and longest on traditional terminal buses (because 

they often make intermediate stops). Additionally, these services usually operate in 

different neighborhoods (though there are exceptions, i.e. Boston) and thus provide 

different levels of accessibility. 

Table 1 Comparison of intercity modes New York to Washington DC, circa late 

2009 (Klein & Zitcer, 2012) 

 

Chinatown 

bus 

Corporate 

curbside bus 

Traditional 

Terminal bus 
Amtrak 

Cost $20  $1 ï $25 $14 ï $35 $50 ï $180 

Travel time  4:00 ï 5:00 4:00 ï 5:00 4:30 ï 6:00 2:50 ï 3:30 

Departures per day  30 - 50 40 - 60 16 ï 22 23 - 38 
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Factors driv ing ridership growth  

Existing research suggests several possible reasons why travelers choose curbside 

buses and why ridership is growing in this industry. First, innovations introduced by 

curbside buses, such as onboard wireless, variable pricing, staging operations in new and 

possibly more convenient locations (Klein, 2009; J. P. Schwieterman, Fischer, Field, 

Pizzano, & Urbanczyk, 2009). These theories are all speculative because none of the 

authors talked to passengers about their reasons for using curbside buses. Research on the 

Chinatown buses offers an alternative reason for why some passengers may choose those 

buses. The focus groups (chapter 2) revealed how some passengers are drawn to the 

Chinatown bus precisely because it operates in an immigrant context (see also Klein & 

Zitcer, 2012). The buses become a way for passengers to have an authentic urban 

experience, for Mandarin speaking travelers to connect with aspects of the Chinese 

diaspora and for non-Chinese passengers to (however briefly) experience an immigrant 

ñother.ò  

More generally, the large literature on transit ridership suggests that a 

combination of factors influences ridership. Typically, authors categorize these as either 

internal or external factors, depending on whether the specific factor is something that a 

transit agency can control (Kain & Liu, 1999; Taylor, Miller, Iseki, & Fink, 2009). 

External are those that are outside of an agencyôs control and include metropolitan spatial 

structure, land use policies, regional economic status, and social and demographic 

changes. Internal factors, meaning those that agencies can control, typically include fares, 
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service quantity and quality. In general, previous research using quantitative analysis 

finds that internal factors have a smaller effect on ridership than external factors (Kain & 

Liu, 1999; Taylor et al., 2009). Among the internal factors, travel-time, speed, frequency 

and reliability have a greater influence on transit ridership than fares, amenities or safety 

(Cervero, 1990; Kain & Liu, 1999; Taylor et al., 2009; Wachs, 1976, 1991). In the case 

of long-distance travel, there are reasons to suspect that internal factors may have greater 

influence on demand than for local or habitual travel. Because long-distance trips are 

frequently discretionary, passengers may be more sensitive to ñquality factors such as 

speed, in-vehicle comfort, etc.ò and ñwill generally display higher price elasticities than 

local movementò (White, 2009, p. 180). 

The literature on transit ridership largely relies on quantitative analysis of transit 

operations, spatial attributes, and passenger demographics, with little input from 

passengers themselves about how they make decisions or about their perceptions of 

transit modes. This approach assumes researchers know what types of attributes are 

important to travelers and that they are quantifiable (Clifton & Handy, 2003; Grosvenor, 

2000). In the case of intercity bus travel, for which there is not a large and established 

body of research, it is particularly important to identify the range of attributes that might 

drive changes in ridership. 

Qualitative research has the potential to reveal individualsô own explanations 

about how and why they make choices about travel and, as a result, offers new, novel and 

possibly more nuanced explanations for travel behavior (Clifton & Handy, 2003). 

Further, emotional and experiential aspects about ñthe transit experience are difficult, if 
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not impossible, to measure meaningfully using quantitative data collection tools onlyò 

(Fink, 2012, pp. 10-11). But this research does suggest that perceptions about modes can 

influence travel behavior. Interviews with car and transit users in Portugal found that 

many car users avoided buses because they held outdated negative perceptions about 

transit based on lack of experience, past experiences or information from others (Beirão 

& Sarsfield Cabral, 2007). Other scholars have noted that hard to quantify factors such as 

ñmemories, images and cultural referencesò all influence mode choice (Guiver, 2007, p. 

245).  

In the case of long-distance bus travel, curbside buses may have opened up a 

space for new perceptions of the mode. The older notion describes traditional terminal 

buses in a negative light. A recent ethnographic account of social interaction on 

Greyhound buses, described intercity bus spaces as places where ñeveryone is on edge 

and every person is suspectò adding that these buses are ñcommonly depicted as a 

dangerous and uncomfortable mode of transportò (Kim, 2012, pp. 271-272). In the case 

of the Chinatown buses, the view of buses as a form of cultural tourism represents a new 

and more positive (though not unproblematic) perception of bus travel (Klein & Zitcer, 

2012). 

Qualitative research suggests that perceptions may play an equally important role 

in mode choice as do operational aspects of transit services such as price, frequency and 

duration. While researchers cannot use qualitative research to adjudicate whether transit 

fares and frequencies are more important than emotional or cultural references in 

determining mode choice, researchers can use these methods to generate hypotheses for 
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understanding travel behavior. New theories are necessary when studying new 

phenomena, as is the case with curbside buses. 

 

The context  

I conducted the focus groups described in this chapter in Philadelphia and New 

York City. By design, the conversations primarily addressed participantsô experiences 

using curbside buses on the Northeast Corridor (from Boston to Washington DC). In 

many cases, participants made reference to or compared these experiences with other 

modes of travel. As expected, these modes include traditional terminal buses, such as 

Greyhound, driving and occasionally air travel. However, discussions also included 

commuter rail as an option for intercity travel. Commuter rail is an option for travel 

between Philadelphia and New York. Leaving from Philadelphia, travelers can board a 

Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority (SEPTA) commuter rail train to 

Trenton Transit Center in Trenton, New Jersey. There, travelers can transfer to a New 

York City bound New Jersey Transit commuter rail train. 

 

Data collection and methodology 

The following presents the results of five focus groups conducted in English and 

Mandarin with curbside bus passengers, held in Philadelphia and New York between 

August and October 2009. The focus groups had two purposes. In this chapter, I use the 

focus group transcripts to generate theories and hypotheses about how and why 

passengers make choices about curbside buses. In the following chapter, the focus groups 
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informed the language used on a passenger intercept survey. 

Prior to conducting the focus groups, I also evaluated the possibility of gathering 

data through interviews with intercity bus passengers. Compared with interviews, focus 

groups typically ñprovide less depth and detail about the opinions and experiences of any 

given participantò (Morgan, 1997). However, during the three pilot interviews I 

conducted, participants only mustered brief responses to questions. Even when prompted 

for follow-up explanations, participantsô responses lacked the personal experiences and 

detailed descriptions that are a hallmark of qualitative interviews. In particular, 

participants struggled to answer why they chose to take a particular bus during an 

individual interview. In contrast, the focus groups provided rich discussions on a variety 

of topics. This is supported by research showing that participants find it easier to discuss 

topics ñeither habit-ridden or not thought in detailò in focus groups when compared to 

interviews (Morgan, 1997, pp. 10-11). 

Thus, I relied on focus groups as an exploratory tool to generate new theories and 

hypotheses about the growth of curbside buses in the Northeast United States. This 

format allows ñthe facilitator the flexibility to explore unanticipated issues as they arise 

in the discussionò (Marshall & Rossman, 2010, p. 149). Given that there is little previous 

research about this sector of intercity transportation, the exploratory framing allowed 

participants to talk about what they felt was important. Further, I did not collect a large 

sample of data from which I could draw generalizable conclusions. Instead, I used a small 

but rich data set to generate theories about why passengers chose curbside buses based on 

the ñeveryday knowledge and experiencesò of participants (Fern, 2001, p. 7). Due to 
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budget restrictions, I planned to conduct only six focus groups rather than collecting data 

until reaching saturation (when collecting additional data no longer produces new 

information or insights) (Marshall & Rossman, 2010).However, I do feel that I did 

achieve saturation in the English language focus groups  (though not in the Mandarin 

focus group). This conclusion was evident during some of the fourth and clearly in the 

fifth English language focus group, most of what I heard from participants reinforced 

what I had already learned from the earlier focus groups.  

For the English language focus groups, I moderated the focus groups with an 

assistant. I recruited participants at intercity bus stops in Philadelphia and New York. 

Identifying potential participants was relatively easy since bus passengers generally line 

up on the sidewalk, preparing to board the bus 15 to 30 minutes prior to departure. At 

each stop, I approached the waiting passengers and asked them if they were waiting for 

the bus and if they were interested in participating in a focus group about intercity buses. 

If they were, I handed them a flyer advertising the focus group and contact information. I 

screened potential participants to ensure that they were at least 18 years old and had taken 

an intercity bus in the past 12 months.  

For the Mandarin language focus group, I hired a native Mandarin speaking 

graduate student and used the same focus group protocol. She moderated, transcribed and 

translated the Mandarin focus group. I helped set up the focus group (arranging the 

tables, providing snacks, pens and blank name tags, and set up the recording equipment) 

but left the room before the discussion began. We attempted to recruit participants using 

the same technique as in the English-language focus group, but recruiting Chinese 
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language participants was not as successful with this approach due to a number of 

challenges. These challenges included a higher refusal rate, bus passengers who said they 

did not speak Mandarin (they spoke Fuzhounese or Cantonese), and a large number of 

Mandarin speaking bus passengers who were embarking on trips of longer duration and 

would not return to New York in time for the focus groups (while passengers embarking 

on longer duration trips was also an issue with the English language recruitment, it was 

much more common among Mandarin speakers). To overcome these challenges, we also 

posted a flyer online on a Chinese language message board (http://www.mitbbs.com) to 

recruit participants. 

Because I conducted the Chinese language focus group in Mandarin, this study 

cannot speak to the diverse experiences of all Chinese immigrants. I chose Mandarin 

because it is the most commonly spoken Chinese dialect and I could easily find an 

assistant who spoke Mandarin. However, we did encounter a large number of potential 

focus group participants who spoke other dialects. In Manhattanôs Chinatown, where we 

attempted to recruit participants for this focus group, Cantonese was the dominant 

language for Chinese immigrants for many years, though many recent immigrants to the 

US speak Fuzhounese (Guest, 2011; Wilson, 2006). 

I held the focus group sessions on weekday evenings at the offices of nonprofit or 

community organizations that were located near public transit and curbside bus stations. 

The discussions had six to nine participants and lasted between 90 and 120 minutes. At 

the end of the focus group, I gave participants $75 and asked them to fill out a simple 

questionnaire that asked for a brief summary of their intercity travel in the past year and 

http://www.mitbbs.com/
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basic demographic data. 

I prepared a topic guide (see Appendix A) but the discussions during the focus 

groups did not follow a linear path. The prepared topic guide included the following 

broad themes: how participants made decisions to take a curbside bus, the differences 

between the various buses and other modes, their experiences and satisfaction with these 

various modes, and thoughts on how their travel behavior has changed over time. After a 

round of introductions and explanation of the focus group, I began by asking an initial 

question and let the conversation follow the path that most interested the participants. The 

first question was  

MODERATOR: Letôs imagine that you are talking to a friend who is going to go 

to New York next week. This friend asks you, ñHow should I get to New York?ò 

Letôs start by first telling them their various options. What are the different ways 

they could get to New York? 

When I held focus groups in New York, I asked about the different ways they 

could travel to Philadelphia, Boston and Washington DC. 

Participants quickly began explaining each possible option and the various 

advantages and disadvantages, talking about how they decide and so on. When the 

conversation reached a natural stopping point, I would return to one of the items on the 

topic guide. 

After completing all the focus groups and preparing the transcripts, I coded the 

transcripts using qualitative analysis software (Atlas.ti version 6.2). Coding is the process 

by which segments of the transcripts are associated with codes that stand for specific 

concepts, ideas and themes (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). I used 

Atlas.ti to associate specific segments of the transcripts to a combination of predefined 
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and inductive codes. The predefined codes were themes that I identified prior to reading 

the transcripts, such as cost, frequency, bus stops and comfort. The inductive codes are 

themes that I identified during the process of reading the transcripts but which I had not 

anticipated beforehand. Inductive codes include such varied topics as the disregard of 

norms, insider knowledge, and adventure. The coding process is an interpretive and 

iterative procedure that involves multiple readings of the transcripts to refine the codes 

and to identify the varied locations where these themes occurred. In total, I used 53 

different codes which identified over 464 transcript segments. Following the coding, I 

used output to identify themes and concepts which became the basis for ñmore abstract 

interpretations of data and theory developmentò (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 54). 

In total, 37 people participated in the focus groups. The average age of 

participants was 31 (ranging from 20 to 58) and there was a roughly even split among 

men (18) and women (19). In addition, 19 percent of respondents had household incomes 

less than $25,000 per year, 22 percent were between $25,000 and $50,000, 41 percent 

had incomes between $50,000 and $100,000, and the remaining 19 percent had incomes 

greater than $100,000 per year. Almost half of the participants (46 percent) were 

employed full-time and almost one quarter (23 percent) were students. The remainder 

were looking for a job or unemployed, employed part time or did not answer the 

question. 

Focus group participants made 756 round trips with a median of 13 trips per 

person on the intercity modes in the 12 months prior to the focus groups. Five 

participants were regular commuters who made 65 to 150 round trips in the preceding 
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year and five participants had only made one round trip in the preceding year. 

Participants made their largest share of trips onboard Chinatown buses (39 percent of all 

trips), followed by Amtrak (20.6 percent) and corporate curbside buses (20 percent). The 

smallest share of trips was onboard Greyhound (1 percent of all trips) though twenty 

percent of participants had made at least one trip on Greyhound in the past year and, 

according to the transcripts, almost all participants talked about using Greyhound at some 

point in the past. 

There are several limitations to these focus groups. Since I recruited participants 

for these focus groups from curbside buses, their discussion of mode choice for intercity 

travel may be very different than travelers who rely primarily on rail or other modes. 

Similarly, participantsô characterization of traditional terminal buses, Amtrak or other 

modes might be very different from that of travelers who regularly use other modes. 

Additionally, only one of the focus groups was with Mandarin speakers and thus I may 

miss out on a broader range of experiences of Mandarin speakers as well as other Chinese 

language speakers (e.g. Cantonese or Fuzhounese speakers).  

 

Focus group findings 

The following sections present the findings from the five focus groups organized 

around three themes. In the first section, I analyze participantsô narratives about coming 

to use curbside buses. In the second section I present participantsô discussion about the 

role of internal factors in their mode choice for long-distance travel. The third section 

describes participantsô perceptions about traditional terminal, corporate curbside and the 
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Chinatown buses, which were very different and had a strong influence on their travel 

choices. 

Notably absent from this discussion are external factors that might affect 

ridership. This absence is not totally surprising given that participants are unlikely to be 

able to offer much perspective on the role that metropolitan spatial structures, regional 

economic factors (e.g. unemployment rates), or land use have on the aggregate demand 

for intercity buses. In addition, it is consistent with interviews of transit operators which 

emphasized internal factors (Taylor et al., 2009).   

To protect participantsô confidentiality, I changed the names of the participants. 

 

Switching to a Curbside Bus   

During the focus group sessions, I asked participants what mode or modes they 

usually used before they came to ride curbside buses. The purpose of this topic was to 

gather information about how curbside buses might be affecting competing intercity 

modes, to suggest hypotheses about the nature and reasons for possible impacts of 

curbside buses, and for future analyses quantifying the impact of curbside buses on 

intercity bus mode choice. 

The most common mode switch that participants described was from rail to 

curbside buses. The main reason for this switch was the high cost of Amtrak tickets 

compared with curbside bus fares. One participant described his initial embarrassment 

that he could no longer afford Amtrak but he came to realize that taking the Chinatown 

bus was becoming more common so he was no longer ashamed of it. 
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WES: I love that high speed train but my cash flow doesn't allow me [to ride it]. 

And so now I frequent the Chinese bus [SIC] all the time. é I think cause of the 

economics people are trying to be frugal so they are willing to lower their 

standards. At one time, when my cash flow was stronger, I wouldn't do the bus, 

strictly for comfort. But now, Iôm not reluctant to tell anyone about the Chinese 

bus. éI donôt care if I ran into, whatôs-his-name, vice president Biden. I would 

whisper to him, ñYo family, take the Chinese bus!ò 

Other focus group participants transitioned from routinely using commuter rail to 

curbside buses for travel between New York and Philadelphia. This was most common 

among long-time residents of Philadelphia. One participant described commuter rail as 

ñold schoolò and went on to explain that this transition from primarily relying on 

commuter rail to primarily using curbside buses was a change that happened to everyone 

in his social group.  

Many focus group participants also switched from using traditional terminal buses 

to curbside buses. Participants made this transition because they felt that curbside buses 

were cheaper and more frequent and flexible; many participants also have a negative 

perception of Greyhound and bus terminals. 

JOAN: Iôm from New York. Iôve always taken the bus. Ever since I moved here I 

took the Greyhound. Then when I found out about the Chinatown bus, I took that. 

Then as soon as Greyhound became cheap because of the competition with the 

Chinatown bus, I took that. Then as soon as Megabus and those buses came 

around, I started taking those buses. 

ERIN: I took Greyhound first. Then, I took Megabus and Fung Wah bus. I took 

Megabus more frequently recently because it is cleaner and more orderly. I heard 

about these buses also from friends. 

In addition to transitioning from other modes to curbside buses, focus group 

participants also talked about switching from one type of curbside bus to another. The 

most common of these changes involved switching from Chinatown buses to corporate 
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curbside buses. Participants made this transition for a variety of reasons including a belief 

that corporate buses are more reliable, cleaner, safer, and offered more convenient 

locations. Participants also wanted to use the onboard wireless internet and power outlets 

to get work done during the trip. As one participant noted, 

SUZANNE: I had heard, kind of, the stories or read something in the newspaper, 

you know, horrible bus accident with one of the Chinatown buses so I stopped 

taking,  

Other participants said they had not switched modes at all. These participants 

patronized curbside buses for intercity travel since they moved to New York or 

Philadelphia, or since they started traveling to other cities on the Northeast Corridor. 

Typically, these participants learned about the buses from friends. As one participant 

described, ñwhen you move here [Philadelphia], everyone just starts talking about the 

Chinatown busò (Kara). Another claimed that ñWhen I first came to the US, my friend 

suggested me to take Fung Wah busò (Claude). One participant, perhaps hyperbolically, 

stated that the ñChinatown bus is the first thing I learned about when I came to the city 

[Philadelphia], which was five years agoò (Dena).  

During the sessions, I also asked participants whether they were traveling to other 

cities more often because of curbside buses. Almost all the participants reported traveling 

to other cities on the Northeast Corridor more often and they mostly attributed this to 

decreased travel costs. As one participant stated, ñ[I] made a transition from Amtrak and 

airplanes to Chinatown bus. I was making many fewer trips because the cost was so 

prohibitiveò (Emma). Another noted that while, ñI need to go to New York anyway but I 

take more trips because it is so cheapò (Janice).  
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A few participants felt that the curbside buses made it feasible for them to live in 

one city and work in another. These participants were clear that without curbside buses 

they would not have attempted to commute: ñI would never commute if it wasnôt there. I 

would never, ever consider commutingò (Emma). Another who lived in New York and 

worked in Philadelphia noted,  

LEWIS: Without these buses, I would not have been able to move back to New 

York and maintain my job here [Philadelphia]. It would have been fiscally 

impossible and schedule-ly, if thatôs a word, impossible.  

The participantsô responses suggest several possible behavioral changes as a result 

of these new buses. First, a large portion of the growing curbside bus ridership may be 

former rail passengers. Perhaps Amtrakôs record ridership on the Northeast Corridor 

during the past ten years would have been even larger in the absence of these curbside 

buses. Second, by lowering the costs to travel, curbside buses have led some participants 

to make more trips. And finally, within the curbside bus industry, travelers are switching 

from Chinatown buses to corporate curbside buses.  

 

Internal factors 

According to the focus group discussions, cost, travel-time, reliability, frequency 

and flexibility, amenities and safety all influence participantsô decision to patronize 

curbside buses. These factors are all internal factors. The following describes how each 

of these factors are included in participants decision making about whether to take a 

curbside bus and which of the curbside bus operators to use. 



42 

 

 

 

Cost 

In all the focus groups, participants most frequently cited price as the reason why 

they patronized curbside buses; one participant succinctly stated ñit always comes down 

to the bucksò (Kevin). Others added buses are ñthe most affordable way to get from point 

A to point Bò (Roger) and ñtaking buses is the cheapest wayò to travel (Claude). 

Participants talked about the role of price in their mode choice calculus, debated which 

buses were the cheapest, compared curbside bus fares with other modes, and noted how 

their mode choice decisions changed when price was not a factor. 

According to previous research on transit ridership, price is generally thought to 

be secondary to quality of service factors such as frequency, travel-time, and reliability 

(R. Cervero, 1990; Taylor et al., 2009). White (2009), however, suggests that price may 

be more important in long distance travel than local travel. The focus group discussions 

suggest that in the case of curbside buses, price is a crucial factor driving ridership 

growth. 

During the discussions, some participants vociferously debated which bus 

company offered the cheapest tickets, others always patronized the same company, and a 

few priced out all the options for each and every excursion. Fares on the Chinatown bus, 

corporate curbside buses and traditional terminal buses are roughly equivalent (see Table 

1). However, the average prices may mask differences that the participants experienced. 

Buying tickets weeks in advance can ensure low prices for the corporate curbside buses, 

but if participants try to buy them shortly before departure they may be more expensive 

than other buses.  
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The strong opinions and debate point to the importance of price as a determining 

factor in their travel decisions. According to participants, ñI would much rather take [the] 

Chinatown [bus] because it is cheaperò (Megan), ñ Iôve found that Megabus is less 

expensive than BoltBus, so I always take itò (Joan), ñYouôre going to end up spending a 

little bit more [on Greyhound]ò (Dena), and ñActually, Greyhound is not expensive. I 

took it once, it only cost $1. But you need to book it really in advanceò (Stephen). Rare 

was the participant who recognized that the fares are more or less the same on the 

different modes:  

EMMA: I started taking the Chinatown bus like, ages ago, from Boston to New 

York é Part of the reason I did was that, back then. It was ridiculously cheap. It 

was $10 each way - $10 or $12. And then all their prices started to ratchet up so 

that theyôre all about the same price as BoltBus or Megabus. So itôs six of one, 

half dozen of the other, to me. 

Participants carefully compared the costs of traveling on curbside buses with 

competing modes: driving, flying and taking the train. In general, participants preferred 

taking the bus to driving because it was cheaper: ñIt is too expensive to drive by yourselfò 

(Glen). Compared to driving, participants felt that taking a bus was more relaxing and 

their time onboard the bus was useful. One participant stated, ñI would drive only if I 

absolutely had to because it is more expensive and you canôt do anything while you 

driveò (Zachary). Another noted,  

PETER: I tended to take the bus just because itôs more relaxing; I can just kind of 

sit there and not worry about it. Honestly, I think itôs less expensive than a tank of 

gas to Boston. 

Even compared with carpooling, curbside buses can be cheaper: ñI was going 

with some friends, the last time we were looked into taking a car. It was three people and 



44 

 

 

 

it turned out to be more expensive than a busò (Greg).  

Cost was also the main reason why participants choose the bus over Amtrak. Most 

of the time, participants just did not feel it was worth spending their money on Amtrakôs 

expensive fares. For some, it was a simple cost comparison: ñI was a student, I searched 

Amtrak and [it] was expensive. When my friend told me that the Chinatown bus only 

costs 15 dollars, I suddenly turned to the Chinatown busò (Matthew). Others felt that the 

extra cost did not come with sufficient time savings, ñIôve taken the train, but I think the 

train takes just as long and the cost is more expensiveò (Roger). Another participant talks 

about her elderly father who was planning to take the bus rather than Amtrak despite 

physical and possible psychological discomforts, 

DOROTHY: My father is older and has incredibly bad knees and is a touch 

claustrophobic so even last Thanksgiving when my parents came to visit me, he 

came on the train and my mother came in on the bus because she was feeling that 

she wasnôt going to pay that much ... But this year, heôs determined that heôs 

going to try the busé I think he decided financially that the train was a bit much. 

Although participants in the focus groups did not want to pay Amtrakôs high 

fares, they did appreciate Amtrakôs greater comfort, what they felt was reliable service 

and avoiding highway congestion. One participant who usually patronized buses 

described occasionally taking Amtrak as ña treatò (Roy).  

Examining instances where participants do not have to pay for their own travel 

offers further support for the primacy of cost as a determining factor in mode choice. As 

one participant put it, his decision to take a curbside bus or another mode ñdepends if cost 

is a factorò (Eric). Price was not a factor in participantsô decisions when employers or 

parents paid for their travel or in case of an emergency. In these instances, participants 
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chose to travel by Amtrak or airplane. As one stated, ñThere are some times I wonôt take 

the bus. Like, if my work is paying for it, Iôm not going to take the bus. Iôll take the trainò 

(Joan). Another noted, ñIf work is paying, and Iôm taking work time off to go to the 

airport, thatôs when I flyò (Jim). Describing an emergency, one participant noted that 

when ñI had to get to DC as soon as I possibly could, I took Amtrak.ò (Sharon). Another 

noted that, ñI think if money is not an issue, [take] the trainé.. I just think itôs nicer, itôs 

more comfortable, the seats are bigger, [and] itôs fastò (Eileen).  

 

Travel-time  

Travel-time also factored into participantsô decisions about whether to take a 

curbside bus and what bus to take. Participants described complex mental calculus 

requiring comparisons on travel time from various drop-off points, the probability of 

encountering highway congestion, whether the bus driver was likely to speed and 

whether they were comfortable with that. 

When choosing between different buses, some focus group participants factored 

in the travel-time to and from bus pick-up and drop-off locations. One participant 

described how his decision about which bus to take was based on travel-time from his 

bus stop to his final destination: 

CLAUDE: I choose them depending on where I want to go. For example, the bus 

stop of BoltBus is in Midtown. If I want to go to the north part of New York City, 

I will take these buses [i.e. BoltBus]. If I want to go to the south part of New York 

City, I will take Chinatown buses. So, I do not need to take subway after I get off 

the bus. 

Others talked about habitually using a particular bus based on proximity to their 
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home, ñWhen I was living in Brooklyn, Iôd take the Chinatown because itôs closerò 

(Samuel). 

Access and egress time was one of the reasons why some participants in the focus 

groups said they favored buses over air travel. As one participant noted,  

ROGER: Well the problem with flying is that it takes less time [in the air], 

however when you go from airport to airport and it right into the city, it takes 

longer getting to your destination. The advantage of the buses is that basically 

they leave you at very centric metropolitan urban areas of the city. 

Discussions about access and egress were more common among participants who 

had more experience traveling on curbside buses. Those who had only taken the buses a 

handful of times did not talk about this aspect of their travel-time calculation.  

Participants also talked about how they factored congestion into their mode 

choice decisions. For example, one participant noted 

EMMA: Iôll take Megabus, or BoltBus, or Greyhound, just because, they have a 

little [exclusive bus lane] that goes right through the [Lincoln Tunnel] so they 

skip all the traffic. 

When comparing buses with rail modes, a few passengers factored in the 

probability of a delay due to highway congestion. These passengers thought about 

whether they were traveling on a holiday or during peak hours. One participant described 

being willing to pay a premium for Amtrak, when the likelihood of highway congestion 

was high, 

JOAN: If I go up [to New York] on a holiday, to my family, Iôm not going to take 

the bus because Iôll sit in traffic for four hours. So even Iôll pay 80 dollars [for 

Amtrak]. 

A more problematic set of travel-time savings that participants discussed were 
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those due to bus drivers speeding and driving aggressively or illegally. While speeding 

and aggressive driving are typically thought of as safety issues, a subset of participants in 

these focus groups had positive, or conflicted, feelings about speeding and aggressive 

driving. As the following statements by participants make clear, they had ñdividedò 

feelings about the speeding, relishing the time saved while worrying about their personal 

safety.  

EMMA: The Chinatown buses but they speed. They drive really crazy.é I have 

divided feelings about it because on the one hand I like getting somewhere really 

fast and so Iôll take the risk but I wouldnôt necessarily put that risk on someone 

else. I feel it is a risk. 

MIRIAM: As for the speeding, they go really fast and they do some really 

questionable things. I remember one time, we were trying to get into the Holland, 

which is always really crowded going to the road, so the guy went around Jersey 

City and went down the opposite side of the road [i.e. crossed into oncoming 

traffic] because it was empty. There was a car coming and he somehow managed 

to swerve and miss and go right into the Holland [tunnel]. But he did save us 

about a half an hour so Iôm like, óThanks!ô 

 

Frequency and Flexibility 

According to participants, one of the main benefits of the buses in Chinatown is 

their frequent departures which offer travelers a great deal of flexibility with their travel 

plans because they do not require a reservation and schedule many trips per day, starting 

earlier, operating at higher frequencies during the day and ending later in the day than 

BoltBus, Megabus or Greyhound. In practice, this meant that participants did not need to 

decide ahead of time when they wanted to depart or even what bus company they would 

patronize. As one participant noted, ñIf you don't get [on] one, you can get another oneò 

(Joan). Another stated, ñThatôs the convenience of the Chinatown bus, it comes every 30 
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minutesò (Kevin).  

LEWIS: Chinatown is very flexible. é Their turn-around on buses is, for the 

most part, very fast. They have buses always coming in, going out. é And the 

hours, I think they are later. I think the last BoltBus is 6:30/7:30. The last Mega is 

a little later than that but the Chinatown is running until 10/11. 

Another participant noted, ñIf you want to go somewhere without preparation, 

you can take Chinatown busò (Iris). Others echoed this sentiment:  

EMMA: I would just go to Bostonôs South Station and see whatôs leaving next. 

PETER: Thatôs my favorite part about Chinatown bus. I donôt have to be so strict 

on my schedule. I can just grab whenever the next one is, pay cash and be on my 

way. I hate the ñtime thingò with BoltBus, Megabus and Greyhound. 

MEGAN: I think Chinatown is good if you donôt have very concrete plans. If you 

decide last minute [that] you want to go to New York. Or just donôt know when 

youôre going to go back. So it is very flexible. 

Corporate curbside buses do not necessarily require purchasing a ticket in 

advance, but because most of their buses sell out in advance, purchasing in advance is a 

de facto requirement. 

 

Amenities 

For many of the focus group participants, the plugs for computers and onboard 

Wi-Fi provided by the corporate curbside buses were important reasons why they chose 

that option. These amenities allowed them to get work done or just pass the time during 

the trip. While participants clearly appreciated the usefulness of these features, they did 

not talk about them as influencing their travel choices.  

LEWIS: Because I work [in Philadelphia], and I live in New York, so I can get a 

lot of work done on the bus before I even get to the office. It was really good.  
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ZACHARY: Same thing. I live here [Philadelphia] and work in New York but itôs 

great to be on the bus for two, two and a half hours and if youôre working itôs not 

a big deal. 

Another participant felt ñI think the wireless also makes a huge difference é the 

ability to get work done while youôre riding was hugeò (Suzanne). Even participants who 

were not using the wireless to work appreciated the ability to plug in electronic devices 

ñjust to keep, say a DVD player, or to charge something thatôs dyingò (Dorothy). 

Corporate curbside buses were first among intercity providers to offer onboard 

outlets and onboard wireless, though it has since become common among many of the 

intercity bus carriers. At the time of the focus groups, some airlines were offering 

wireless (though unlike the buses, it was not complimentary, and power outlets are on 

some but not all planes). Greyhound had recently upgraded some of the buses operating 

on the Northeast Corridor with onboard wireless and outlets. These new Greyhound 

buses are very similar to buses used by BoltBus (which Greyhound jointly owns with 

Peter Pan) though only a few participants were aware of these changes. After these focus 

groups were completed, some Chinatown buses and all Northeast Corridor Amtrak trains 

began providing onboard wireless internet. However, SEPTA/NJT does not have onboard 

wireless internet, though there are a few power outlets on each train car.  

  

Safety Concerns 

Focus group participants weighed the operational advantages of curbside buses 

against serious concerns about their safety. Participants in every focus group repeatedly 

brought up this topic. Many focus group participants felt that the Chinatown buses were 
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less safe than other buses and this perception led some to switch from using Chinatown 

buses to corporate curbside buses. As one participant dramatically put it, ñI havenôt taken 

the Chinatown bus in a long time. I stopped taking it because I felt like I was putting my 

life on the line every time I took itò (Joan). A number of participants explained their 

switch from using Chinatown buses because they heard about accidents. As one put it, ñin 

Chinatown, thereôve been tons of accidents that I know ofé I try to stay away from the 

Chinatown bus unless absolutely necessaryò (Lewis). Another described hearing ñhorror 

stories,ò 

VANESSA: I took [the Chinatown bus] when I first got to New York like, three 

years ago. é I didnôt have a problem with it at all. But I had a friend who was 

coming from Baltimore to come visit me and on their way, they got in an accident 

so that kind of changed my opinion. And I heard of a lot of other horror stories. 

[They are] smaller, more private so they can kind of get away with not as much 

regulation on them. So thatôs kind of when I stopped doing that. And then 

Megabus and Bolt came in and Iôve had great experiences with them. 

Others avoided the Chinatown bus all together because of their reputation: ñI 

never took the Chinatown bus because of the stories I was too scaredò (Jim).  

Many participants expressed concerns about bus drivers speeding, driving recklessly and 

talking on the phone while driving. These complaints were more common when 

discussing the Chinatown bus than other buses. Recent research has found that curbside 

buses are less safe than traditional terminal buses, though this work did not make a 

distinction between Chinatown buses and  other curbside carriers (Cheung & Braver, 

2012). 

According to one participant, ñthe Chinatown bus, their drivers are a little more 

recklessò (Janice). Another described how she was ñstressedò onboard a Chinatown bus 
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because the driver was ña lunaticé he was cutting people off é you could see he was on 

the phone the entire time. And he just seemed to have road rageò (Eileen). In addition, a 

number of participants observed bus drivers talking on their phones while driving. 

DENA: With Chinatown, a couple of times, Iôve had bus drivers who have just 

been on their cell phones talking really loudly through the entire trip. 

MODERATOR: Has anyone else had that experience with the cell phone? Just 

raise your hands [2 others raise their hands]. ZACHARY: Iôve seen it on the 

BoltBus, I donôt know if Iôve seen it on the Megabus. Except for when they are 

trying to figure out how to get around a detour. 

LEAH: The drivers may be on their cell phones; talking through the entire trip. 

ERIN: They are not professional. LEAH: This is not only not professional, it is 

really bad. It is very dangerous. MODERATOR: Did any of you encounter similar 

situation on Greyhound or Megabus? ERIN: No IRIS: Never. CLAUDE: At least 

not taking through the entire trip. IRIS: They do not have personal calls. LEAH: I 

agree. The drivers from other bus companies will not have their personal call. 

They may on their phone with the bus company to talk about dispatching or some 

other things. But they will not talk about personal stuff. 

Participantsô safety concerns were not limited to speeding and distracted driving. 

A few participants were on board buses that got in accidents. One participant noted that 

one Chinatown bus she was on was ñin an accident and we hadn't even left Manhattanò 

(Joan). She went on to note that, ñI donôt think it was an accident that it was a Chinatown 

bus that got in an accidentò implying that these particular buses are not safe.  

Not all participants believed that the Chinatown buses were less safe than other 

buses. One participant, talking about the corporate curbside buses, suggested that perhaps 

it is ñjust because you [know] that they are new buses and you think that theyôre more 

safeò (Megan). Another, who had not ever been on a Chinatown bus, referred to the 

rumors she heard about these buses as ñall second-hand or even worse, tall tales é the 

tales of spontaneous combustion, breakdowns, drivers who donôt speak a bit of 
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Englishé. It can happen on any busò (Dorothy). Similarly, a participant in the Mandarin 

focus group suggested that the media may report accidents involving Chinatown buses 

differently than when other buses are involved in accidents. This participant noted that, 

EUGENE: American buses also have traffic accidents. They just do not report 

their accidents in the newspapers in an impressive way. [Laughing] Every bus has 

a risk of traffic accident. 

Despite concerns, many of the participants continued to use the Chinatown buses. 

As one participant said, ñI heard stories about breakdowns and accidents a lot. é But it 

just wasnôt enough for me to deter me from taking the Chinatown busò (Eric). Another 

participant summed it up: ñI take it because itôs cheap! If I want to ride safe, I go 

Greyhound. But if I want to ride cheap, Iôm taking the Chinatown busò (Kevin). The 

same participant went on to explain,  

KEVIN: Do you have the same expectations from the Greyhound driver as you 

would from the ten-dollar driver [Curbside Bus]? Thatôs like saying you have the 

same expectations from a ten-dollar shoes versus a pair of Vera Wang or Jimmy 

Choos. Iôm not worried about the bathroom, the crazy psychopathic driver. I just 

get on and get off and get to New York and have some extra money. So I just pay 

10 dollars. 

The Chinatown bus is not necessarily cheaper than other buses. If they book early, 

participants can book similarly priced fares on corporate curbside buses or on 

Greyhound.  

Finally, participants talked about how their feelings of personal safety at the bus 

pick-up and drop-off locations influenced their travel decisions. More often than not, it 

was women who voiced concerns about this particular aspect of safety (similar to 

research on feelings of safety among men and women at local bus stops, e.g.  Loukaitou-

sideris, 1999). However, there was no clear consensus about whether one particular bus 
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terminal or curbside station was more or less safe. Participantsô perceptions of safety 

often depended on the time of day and whether they were traveling alone. When traveling 

at night, a number of women talked about avoiding Chinatown. As one noted, ñWhen 

Iôve traveled at night, by myself, Iôve had to take Greyhound, even though I didnôt want 

to, just because it has a terminal where I can sit down and waitò (Megan). Though 

participants did not necessarily enjoy the bus terminal or traveling on Greyhound, for 

nighttime travel they viewed the terminal as safer than waiting on a street corner in 

Chinatown.  

 

Perceptions 

Beyond the rational choices, operational advantages and safety concerns, 

participants revealed a set of emotional and experiential factors that coalesced into a set 

of perceptions about each type of intercity bus. Operators can attempt to influence 

perceptions of their service but myriad social forces such as media representations, past 

experiences, rumors, stereotypes, and biases might also influence these perceptions. As 

such, perceptions do not fit easily into either the internal or external categories 

researchers typically use to analyze changes in transit ridership. 

Additionally, perceptions are not limited to the characterizations of the different 

bus types presented below. The descriptions of internal factors described above are the 

focus groupôs perceptions of cost, travel time and safety.  
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Traditional terminal buses 

Most participants in the focus groups had an overwhelmingly negative view of 

traditional terminal buses and terminals themselves, avoiding this option when possible. 

As one participant noted, ñGreyhound sucks. I have never had a good experience with 

Greyhoundò (Jananne). Participants characterize these buses and terminals as unsafe, 

used by drug addicts and the mentally ill. 

The following analysis of participantsô statements of traditional terminal buses 

only represents the voices of the focus group participants recruited from curbside bus 

stops. Thus, these are travelers who have already made a choice not to use traditional 

terminal buses. However, the post-focus group questionnaire reveals that one-fifth of the 

focus group participants had taken a trip onboard a Greyhound bus on the Northeast 

Corridor in the 12 months prior to the focus group session. 

This negative perception of typical users was one of the main reasons participants 

claimed they stopped using Greyhound. As one participant put it, ñI havenôt taken a 

Greyhound in a long time and the reason I stopped is that, the people é People throwing 

up, you know, a couple of arguments.ò (Roy). Another claimed he frequently encountered 

ñconspiracy theorists on Greyhound,ò the kind who ñwant to talk to you about their 

conspiracy about 9/11 and those kind of peopleò (Jeffery). Yet another described 

Greyhound passengers as ñweird people é really strange people who shout at bus 

drivers, engage in weird ways at the bus stopò and because of this, he said, ñIôd rather not 

take Greyhoundò (Greg). This participant, and another, went on to describe how there is a 

certain class of Greyhound passengers who are strange or weird. 
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GREG: There is a certain group of people, who travel the country wandering 

around, taking Greyhound. They know that Greyhound runs and they only take 

Greyhound and not everyone on the Greyhound bus is like this but there are a lot 

of people who just kind of go around taking Greyhound buses and they are very 

strange people. JANICE: Thatôs why I have always avoided Greyhound because I 

feel like that whenever I go to the Greyhound station. MODERATOR: Feel like 

what? JANICE: A weird feeling.  

Another participant talked about having to sit next to drug addicts on Greyhound 

buses. 

DENA: Iôve only taken Greyhound maybe a couple times in the last three to four 

years and both times I have been sitting near drug addicts who have lost their 

phones or whatever, they are trying to get somewhere and they ask to borrow my 

phone. It is bizarre; you get into these weird conversations.é I donôt know how I 

know that they are drug addicts. MODERATOR: So they didnôt use drugs on the 

bus? DENA: No, no, itôs just their actions. MODERATOR: Can we contrast that, 

or compare that, to the people that take Chinatown bus, or Bolt or Megabus? Is 

there a different group of people or is the same conspiracy theorists riding all the 

buses? DENA: Most people [on the Chinatown bus or Corporate curbside buses], 

from what I see, people are on the buses are people who are traveling to New 

York for reasons for pleasure; they want to tour the city or maybe a younger 

crowd. I donôt see many [business travelers]. 

The reality of a trip onboard a traditional terminal bus or to a traditional terminal 

is likely more mundane than these descriptions. Recent ethnographic accounts of riding 

Greyhound buses throughout the US describe passengers mostly trying to keep to 

themselves (Kim, 2012), though there may be differences between longer cross country 

trips and the shorter intercity trips described by participants in my focus groups. 

In addition to undesirable passengers, focus group participants also felt like bus 

terminals themselves were undesirable, describing them as dangerous places where they 

felt uncomfortable and worried for their personal safety. Describing the Port Authority 

Bus Terminal in New York, one participant noted that ñit seems so miserable in thereò 

(Roy) and another expressed a fear that ñsomeone is going to come out with knives and 
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take care of businessò (Roger).  

Concerns were not limited to New York. Participants disliked and felt unsafe at 

the bus terminals in Philadelphia and Washington DC as well. According to one 

participant, the Philadelphia bus terminal, ñis strange; it really does make you 

uncomfortableò (Zachary). Another said of the Philadelphia bus terminal, ñThatôs called 

the bad oneò (Roy). Participants did not talk much about the Boston bus terminal (South 

Station) where both curbside buses and traditional terminal buses stage operations.  

These negative perceptions of the bus terminals factored into participantsô travel 

decisions; they chose not to patronize the buses that use them. According to other 

participants, ñThe Philly Greyhound station is awful. I never leave on Greyhound from 

Philly. I only take it to Phillyò (Emma). Another claimed that she would never use 

Greyhound because ñit would require using those two end points,ò i.e. the bus terminals 

(Sharon). One participant, who recognized that the costs on the various buses are roughly 

similar, claimed he could not ñstomachò going to the bus terminal, 

ROGER: At some point, Greyhound was trying to compete with the lower end 

buses; you know Lucky Star and Fung Wah bus. Again, it just, when it comes 

down to it, to me, itôs too much of a rough environment for me to deal with. I 

canôt stomach it. As a working professional, I have my boundaries. I just donôt go 

there. 

The fact that participants in the focus groups have negative perceptions of bus 

terminals should not be surprising. But what is surprising is that curbside buses have been 

able to distance themselves from these negative perceptions. Despite the fact that 

curbside buses stage operations on street corners where they lack any amenities, even the 

most basic things like seating, restrooms or cover from the elements, participants readily 
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used and recommended using curbside buses because it meant avoiding the bus terminal.  

SHARON: Iôd have to say, I wouldnôt be very comfortable advising a female 

friend to take the bus to DC, to their bus terminal, to the Greyhound but I would 

tell them itôs OK to take one of the buses to let you in Chinatown, during the day.  

DOROTHY: Itôs kind of nice to not land in Port Authority at something like one 

in the morning. Strangely enough, being right outside Penn Station, where it 

[BoltBus] lands now, outside of the Fashion Institute [nearby, where Megabus 

drops off passengers], is a little less sketchy because thereôs always people around 

and thereôs usually people from Megabus there. Or at least itôs a well-traveled 

area. It can be painful in the middle of summer and it can be awful in the rain, but 

thatôs what I figure [that] for what Iôm paying for thatôs I get. 

A few focus group participants who had recently taken a Greyhound bus shared 

positive experiences. One participant described recent upgrades of the Greyhound fleet 

making them similar to the corporate curbside buses, noting that the bus ñhad wireless 

internet [and a] plug-in on both sides of every seatò (Iris). Another was pleasantly 

surprised with the comfortable seats on the Greyhound buses, ñI thought I was on a jet. I 

mean the comfort. Itôs worth it.ò (Wes). And finally, the one participant who patronized 

Greyhound frequently noted that she actually felt safer at the Port Authority Bus 

Terminal late at night than in Chinatown,  

EMMA: I always feel really safe there. Iôve been there at, like, 3 oôclock in the 

morning é Iôve never felt unsafe. Thereôs always people walking around who 

work there and everyone has always been very friendly, like if youôre lost, they 

are more than willing to help you. Whereas the times that Iôve gone, and taken the 

Chinatown bus, itôs been a little bit more, for me, it felt a little bit unsafe. 

 

Corporate curbside buses 

Focus group participants had positive views of corporate curbside buses which 

they repeatedly characterized as ñprofessional.ò Participants use the word ñprofessionalò 
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to capture the corporate ownership of these buses, their presumed reliability and stability, 

and to characterize the passengers on the buses. Further, they used the word as a foil to 

contrast the attitude of the corporate curbside buses to the traditional terminal buses and 

the Chinatown buses. One participant described the corporate curbside bus companies as 

ñreal companiesò which were not going to disappear between the time she booked her 

ticket and traveled (Dorothy). According to this participant, she felt comforted that 

corporate curbside buses are ñreal companiesò that ñbeen in business for a number of 

years. It wasnôt the, óOh theyôre here to steal my money and Iôm not going to get homeôò 

(Dorothy). 

As indicated earlier, the perception of these buses as professional was not the only 

reason passengers used corporate curbside buses. Passengers clearly appreciated the 

amenities that these buses offer, such as the ability to buy guaranteed seats online in 

advance as well as onboard wireless internet and power outlets for their personal 

electronic devices.  

Another participant described how she got the ñprofessional feelò from the bus 

company even before boarding the bus. The bright painted logos covering the sides of the 

buses, the uniforms that the drivers wear, and the orderly boarding process all inspired 

confidence in focus group participants. She went on to state that the buses are  

DENA: professional starting from the fact that itôs easy to buy tickets online and 

then when you get there, theyé you just show your cell phone and you go into 

the bus and you have the internet connection. Itôs cleaner, newer, the people who 

are driving have uniforms, you can easily tell who your driver is and you can 

communicate with your driver.  

Compared with the Chinatown buses, corporate curbside buses ñjust look more 
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professionalò (Lewis). Participants also used the notion of professionalism when 

describing the corporate curbside busesô communication. One participant noted that, 

ñthey had people there directing and making sure people got on the correct bus and it 

wasnôt like it was willy-nillyò (Eileen).  

With the corporate curbside buses, passengers took comfort knowing that they 

could call a central office if there was a problem or complain directly to the driver, ñThey 

have a 1-800 number that you can call if something was wrong, they would send 

someone there if anybody was in the areaò (Lewis). 

Interestingly, participants also used the word professional to differentiate the 

passengers on the curbside buses from other bus passengers. Participants described the 

corporate curbside passengers as ñprofessional, all typing on their computers and trying 

to do thingsò (Samuel) and noted that there are ña lot of people are professionals or 

graduate studentsò on the corporate curbside buses (Sharon). Another participant noted 

that the corporate curbside passengers did not comport with his idea of intercity bus 

passengers. He observed ña lot of what looked like affluent couples. I was surprised 

because of my perception of people who ride the bus is more like blue-jeans and all thatò 

(Travis). One participant claimed that she did not take the corporate curbside buses 

because she was not a professional and did not need to work on the bus:  

MODERATOR: You said earlier, you were talking about, you donôt take the 

Megabus because you said itôs too ñfrou-frou.ò MIRIAM: Like I said é most of 

the time by the time I get there Iôm tired so Iôm taking a nap. I can understand 

maybe for like a professional who needs that type to type away, maybe he needs 

the internet. But I personally donôt really see the need for that é All Iôm going to 

do is sit, maybe nap, or stare out the window to cows, or something like that 

Participants also differentiated the corporate curbside buses by noting that these 
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buses, as compared to others, might be acceptable to their parents. This claim that their 

parents (or grandparents) currently patronize or would consider patronizing corporate 

curbside buses suggests a broad social acceptability of these buses. As one noted, ñIôve 

had my parents come visit me on the Megabusò (Joan). Another noted that she might 

even advise her grandmother to use the bus,  

VANESSA: I would be comfortable with her [my mom] taking a Megabus é I 

wouldnôt necessarily send my grandmother on [Megabus] é [but] if I had been 

there before with them and done a trip with [my grandmother], I think Iôd be 

comfortable with sending them on the bus. 

In contrast, no one mentioned their parents when discussing traditional terminal 

buses, and references to parents taking the Chinatown buses were more negative. One 

participant said, ñMy parents were visiting and I did take them to Chinatown but I wish I 

hadnôtò (Megan) and another said that ñI took my Mom on the Chinatown bus once and 

she definitely didnôt like itò (Emma).  

 

Chinatown buses 

According to the focus group participants, taking the Chinatown bus is more than 

just a bus ride. Participants described taking the Chinatown bus as a way to experience an 

immigrant neighborhood and immerse oneself in a cultural experience. The decision to 

take a Chinatown bus goes beyond considerations of price, frequency and other 

operational aspects (though these are certainly important) to include an experiential 

aspect of immersing oneself in an immigrant enclave, however briefly. 

Participants in the English and Mandarin language focus groups talked about 

taking the Chinatown bus in different ways. For participants in the Mandarin language 
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focus group, part of the appeal of the Chinatown bus was the location in Chinatown and 

that Chinese immigrants operate these buses. As one participant noted, ñpsychologically, 

Chinatown just feels more convenientéIf something happens, it would be easier to 

communicate and solve the problem because we have the same cultureò (Erin). 

Additionally, the location in Chinatown provides access to familiar goods and services: 

GLEN: When you get off the bus at 2:00am at night and feel hungry, it is easier 

for you to find someplace to eat in Chinatown than in Midtown. Also, after you 

get off the bus, you can call the taxi run by Chinese.  

Among Mandarin speakers, the fact that the Chinatown bus operates in 

Chinatown and that the operators are members of the same diaspora is appealing for 

practical reasons. The shared culture and language made certain aspects of travel easier. 

In contrast, for many non-Chinese participants in the English language focus 

groups, part of the appeal of the Chinatown bus is that it enables passengers to engage, 

however briefly or shallowly, with a different culture. For these participants, the 

Chinatown bus is an exotic adventure, a form of cultural tourism or slumming (Klein & 

Zitcer, 2012). One participant who regularly took the Chinatown bus kept a journal of 

experiences on the bus of meeting and interacting with people from different cultures. 

EMMA: I kept a little journal for a little while when I first started doing it because 

you kind of learn a lot about people when riding the Chinatown bus. And the way 

they interact with people in really close quarters, and also you see so many 

cultures, all in one place. It is just thousands of different types of people, who ride 

the Chinatown bus, and I really liked that and I liked listening to the different 

languages.  

Participants in the English language focus groups also talked about buying food in 

Chinatown before boarding the bus (e.g. noodles or bubble tea) and hearing the driver 

speaking ñanother languageò (Dena). One participant described how taking the 
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Chinatown bus was different from other buses, 

MEGAN: The Chinatown bus is more like a phenomenon é it is not just like a 

company who said, ñOh, weôre just going to transport people from Philly to New 

York.ò It has more to do with that it comes from Chinatown to another 

Chinatown. That at first it catered to a particular group of people. é I guess since 

it is more like an experience. It is not like ñOh, I am taking a bus or I am taking 

the train.ò It is, ñI am taking the Chinatown bus!ò 

The perception of the Chinatown bus as a form of cultural tourism may not 

translate to continued ridership. One participant who used the Chinatown bus regularly 

found that eventually, ñthe charm wore off é I pretty much 90% of the time will not take 

a Chinatown busò (Emma). Perhaps the experience of taking the Chinatown bus has 

become less of a cultural experience as the companies have become less reliant on 

Chinese immigrants. Referencing the changing demographic profile of riders was a 

common trope among the participants, particularly as a way to mark themselves as 

experienced users of the Chinatown bus. As one said, ñWhen I first took the bus in 

Boston, most of the [passengers were] Chinese. When I left Boston, 90 percent of the bus 

passengersò were not Chinese (Leah). The combination of a changing ridership and a 

growing sense that the Chinatown buses are not safe may cause participants to be less 

enamored with the cultural tourism of taking the bus. 

 

Discussion 

The focus group discussions with curbside intercity bus passengers focused on 

two research questions that have implications for our understanding of intercity travel 

behavior. First, how and why has the travel behavior of these participants changed over 

time? Second, how do passengers make mode choice decisions for long-distance trips?  
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According to focus group participants, curbside buses may influence travel 

behavior. First, the focus group discussions suggest that many curbside bus passengers 

switch from Amtrak and commuter rail (between New York and Philadelphia) to buses. 

According to these focus group participants, the reason, for this change is the lower costs 

of curbside service compared to Amtrak and the greater convenience of curbside service 

compared to commuter rail. Second, many focus group participants in talked about 

transitioning from primarily using the Chinatown buses to primarily using corporate 

curbside buses. According to participants, they switched modes not only because of 

concerns about safety and reliability but also because of the amenities offered by 

corporate curbside buses. Following these focus groups, the FMCSA shut down almost 

all of the Chinatown buses, supporting the focus group participants concerns about the 

safety of these buses.  

When curbside intercity bus passengers make decisions about how they are going 

to travel, two very different types of factors enter into their decision-making process. On 

the one hand, travelers consider economic, operational, physical and locational attributes 

about each mode. Above all else, participants emphasized the importance of cost in their 

choice to take a curbside bus and which type of bus service to use. The primacy of cost as 

a deciding factor in participantsô decisions was underscored by their choice to use rail 

when cost was removed from their mode choice calculus, such as when participantsô 

employers paid for their travel. The focus groups also suggest that scheduled reliability, 

frequency, flexibility, location of staging areas and travel-time are important in 

participantsô travel decisions. Onboard amenities, wireless internet and power outlets are 
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less important. Safety concerns, both onboard the bus and at the bus stop, play a role, 

though more so for some people than others.  

On the other hand, participants made it clear that their perceptions of the different 

buses influenced their travel behavior. These perceptions were unexpected and not part of 

the focus group topic guide. Participants avoided traditional terminal buses because they 

perceived them as undesirable, associated riding the Chinatown bus with a form of 

cultural tourism and saw the corporate curbside buses as professional. The three distinct 

perceptions about these bus services are important, but it is not clear how big a role they 

play in influencing travel behavior and to what extent they are distinct from or 

independent of the operational aspects of each bus service. 

For transit planners and policy-makers, improving perceptions of transit modes 

could be a useful tool for increasing ridership. The experiences of curbside intercity buses 

may be instructive as changes have resulted in widespread changes in the perception of 

intercity buses as a viable mode for travel on the Northeast Corridor. If  changes in the 

perceptions of intercity buses lead to large increases in ridership, there may be 

opportunities for local planners to improve perceptions and thus increase transit 

patronage. 
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CHAPTER 3: GET ON THE (CURBSIDE) BUS: THE NEW INT ERCITY BUS 

PASSENGERS 

 

Curbside buses have brought about not just an overall increase in the number of 

travelers choosing to go by bus, but also a shift in who is riding buses and what types of 

modes intercity travelers prefer. This chapter outlines these changes via a passenger 

intercept survey that addresses the following three questions.  

First, who uses curbside buses? Analysis of the ridership on intercity buses 

provides a way to understand the changing demographics of intercity bus travel. Second, 

what is the effect of curbside buses on competing intercity modes? If curbside buses 

attract passengers who otherwise would have driven, then the net environmental impact 

of these buses is likely positive. However, if most riders switch from possibly more 

energy efficient trains to buses, then the net environmental impact may be negative. 

Third, how prevalent are safety and operational problems on intercity buses? Coinciding 

with the rapid ridership growth and expansion of curbside buses has been an increase in 

public concern about the safety of curbside buses and the negative impacts on 

neighborhoods where buses stage operations. The survey also provides some basic 

information about the incidence of a small number of problems found across curbside and 

traditional terminal based intercity buses.  

As stated in the previous chapter, since the completion of this survey in 2010, the 

curbside bus industry has undergone significant changes. In 2012 and 2013 the Federal 

Motor Carrier Safety Administration (FMCSA) cited almost all of the Chinatown buses 

which pick up and drop off in Chinatowns on the Northeast Corridor, for safety and 
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licensing violations, and subsequently shut them down (U.S. Department of 

Transportation, 2012, 2013).  

 

Changing Intercity Bus Market 

During the post-WWII era, intercity buses experienced a long decline, as many 

travelers came to view the intercity bus as a mode of last resort, and travelers with the 

means took to the air or drove (Meyer et al., 1987; Walsh, 2000). As early as 1956, 

Greyhoundôs own studies showed that intercity buses were disproportionately used by the 

young, the old, females, African-Americans and the poor (Jackson, 1984). Greyhound 

reinforced these trends by actively courting the black, Latino, college age and senior 

markets through advertising, community outreach and services tailored to these 

populations (Jackson, 1984; Walsh, 2010). In 1972, almost 30 percent of intercity bus 

passengers had incomes below $5,000 (~$28,000 in 2013 dollars), compared with less 

than 9 percent of travelers on other intercity modes (Meyer et al., 1987, p. 2). In addition, 

almost half (47.9 percent) of intercity bus passengers were ñeither under 18 or 65 and 

olderò compared with roughly one third (30 percent) on other intercity modes (Meyer et 

al., 1987, p. 276). The deregulation of the intercity bus industry in the early 1980s did 

little to change the perception of intercity buses, help the economic position of bus 

companies, or stop the declines in ridership (Fischer & Schwieterman, 2011). Intercity 

bus ridership in the 1980s and 1990s was disproportionately comprised of the young, the 

old, females, minorities, and the poor (Bricka, 2001; Meyer et al., 1987; U.S. Department 

of Transportation, 1998). 
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Since the advent of curbside buses, research on intercity bus passengers has been 

sparse, but suggests that curbside buses are altering intercity travel patterns. 

Schwieterman and Fischer (2012) recently surveyed over 1,000 passengers boarding 

buses in the Midwest and in the Northeast, finding that curbside buses are generating 

significant amounts of new travel, that roughly one-third of curbside bus passengers 

would have used rail if the curbside bus was unavailable, and that three quarters of 

curbside bus passengers are 18 to 35 years old. While providing some basic information, 

the study offered a limited demographic profile of curbside bus users (only age and sex 

were reported) and excluded passengers on the Chinatown buses. Similarly, a small UK-

based survey (100 respondents) of curbside bus ridership found that compared with 

passengers on the established carrier (National Express), Megabus passengers are 

younger, more likely to be students, and less likely to own a car (White & Robbins, 

2012). 

Until recently, researchers paid little attention to the problems associated with 

curbside buses. An analysis of bus crashes and inspections found that although curbside 

bus companies represent only a small fraction of the total number of bus operators in the 

US (most are charter bus companies), they have the highest rates of crashes per vehicle 

and more driver violations (for driver fitness and fatigue); though surprisingly, they have 

lower rates of unsafe driving and vehicle maintenance violations compared with 

conventional carriers (Cheung & Braver, 2012). These problems are compounded by 

challenges facing regulators who enforce existing regulations. Focus groups with bus 

inspectors, investigators, and drivers suggest that regulators are unable to keep up with 
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the rapidly growing industry, in particular with curbside operators. This is because they 

do not use bus terminals, en route inspections are difficult, bus companies frequently 

misreport information, fines for violations are low and bus companies have been able to 

easily reincarnate as a new company when violations rack up (Braver, Dodd, Cheung, & 

Long, 2012). The market may not solve these problems independently. In the only study 

of passenger experiences using focus groups, passengers continued to use the Chinatown 

buses despite perceiving them to be unsafe and observing drivers speeding, talking on 

cell phones, and buses getting into accidents (Klein & Zitcer, 2012). However, because of 

the small number of focus group participants these findings are tentative. 

 

Passenger Survey 

In the summer of 2010, I surveyed 770 intercity bus passengers about their 

intercity travel on the Northeast Corridor across all modes, how frequently they have 

observed problems on board the intercity buses, and their basic demographic information. 

I include the survey instrument as an appendix. Because intercity bus users are a small 

portion of the overall population, I used an intercept method to administer the survey to 

passengers waiting to board intercity buses in New York and Philadelphia, with the help 

of several research assistants. Survey teams of two arrived 30 minutes prior to the 

scheduled departure to survey waiting passengers. I instructed research assistants to ask 

each passenger waiting to board the bus if he or she would participate in the survey. The 

survey took three to five minutes to complete.  

In total, we collected 770 valid responses, of which 86 percent (667) were 
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collected in Philadelphia (see Table 2). We had less success in New York City because 

the research assistants did not speak Mandarin, Cantonese or Fuzhounese there, and 

because administrative hurdles made it difficult to administer many surveys at the Port 

Authority Bus Terminal in New York (One of the research assistants collecting surveys 

in Philadelphia was a native Mandarin speaker and this may have helped increase the 

response rate in Philadelphia). I asked the interviewers to estimate the refusal rate, the 

share of potential survey respondents who declined to participate in the survey. In 

Philadelphia, research assistants estimated that the refusal rates were roughly 10 percent 

for corporate curbside bus passengers, 20 percent for traditional terminal buses and 25 

percent for Chinatown bus passengers. 

 

Table 2 Survey distribution 

  New York Philadelphia Total Percent 

Chinatown Bus 4 227 231 30.0% 

Corporate Curbside Bus  99 226 325 42.2% 
Traditional Terminal 
Bus 0 215 214 27.8% 

Total 103 668 770 
  

Because I administered this survey in Philadelphia and New York, the set of 

intercity travel modes includes commuter rail in addition to the more traditional intercity 

modes: intercity bus, Amtrak, car, and airplane. As explained earlier, commuter rail is an 

option for intercity travel between Philadelphia and New York. Leaving from 

Philadelphia, travelers can board a Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority 

(SEPTA) commuter rail train to Trenton Transit Center in Trenton, New Jersey. There, 
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travelers can transfer to a New York City bound New Jersey Transit commuter rail train. 

There are several limitations to this survey. The data were only collected in New 

York and Philadelphia and the populations and experiences of bus passengers in other 

parts of the country may vary. The survey only collected a small number of Chinese 

language responses (19) and thus may underrepresent Chinese language speakers. 

Finally, the survey excludes travelers who choose not to take intercity buses. As a result, 

I exclude anyone who tried curbside buses but then continued to use other modes. 

Including these individuals could lead to overestimating changes in travel behavior 

because I only look at curbside bus passengers. Further, the results may underestimate the 

number of issues relating to the safe and reliable operation of the buses by excluding 

persons who had negative experiences on these buses and then switched to other modes. 

Finally, I did not collect survey refusal rates in a systematic fashion and thus do not have 

a better picture of whether refusals were more common among particular population 

groups (for example, I do not know if they were more common among passengers of 

Chinese descent).  

 

Findings 

In the analysis below, I classify survey respondents as Chinatown, corporate 

curbside, or traditional terminal bus passengers based on where we surveyed them. For 

example, I classified persons surveyed prior to boarding the Chinatown bus as 

ñChinatown bus passengers.ò This approach only makes sense if travelers consistently 

use the same bus or mode. I evaluated this by analyzing the number of round trips 



71 

 

 

 

respondents took in the previous year on each mode on the Northeast Corridor. If 

passengers consistently used a variety of modes, then classifying passengers as 

ñtraditional terminal busò or ñcorporate curbside busò passengers would have been 

inappropriate.   

Table 3 summarizes the number of trips made by all passengers on each of the 

three bus types. (While passenger recollection of their intercity trips may not be 100 

percent reliable, there is no a priori reason to suspect that their responses are biased) The 

summary data suggest that Chinatown bus riders primarily use the Chinatown buses. The 

median number of trips taken by these passengers on this mode is 2 and the mean number 

of trips is 9.3. The mean is particularly high because a small number of participants who 

made a very high number of trips onboard Chinatown buses during the past year. (Three 

participants reported making over 100 trips and one of them reported that they made 200 

round trips on the Chinatown bus during the past year).  Passengers surveyed boarding 

corporate curbside bus and traditional terminal buses used other modes at a higher rate.  

 

Table 3 Intercity round trips during the previous 12 months to cities on the 

Northeast Corridor  

 
Surveyed at 

Chinatown bus 
Surveyed at 

Corporate bus 
Surveyed at 

Traditional Term. bus 
  Median Mean St. Dev Median Mean St. Dev Median Mean St. Dev 

Chinatown Bus 2.0 9.3 22.0 0.0 0.5 1.8 0.0 0.4 2.1 
Corp. Bus  0.0 0.7 3.0 2.0 4.6 8.5 0.0 1.1 3.9 
Trad. Term. Bus 0.0 0.3 0.9 0.0 0.2 0.7 1.0 3.5 9.6 
Driving 0.0 2.2 8.3 0.0 2.4 7.0 0.0 1.9 4.5 
Amtrak 0.0 0.6 3.7 0.0 1.0 3.6 0.0 0.8 2.5 
SEPTA/NJT* 0.0 0.3 1.6 0.0 2.0 8.7 0.0 0.3 1.9 

*note: SEPTA/NJT only includes respondents surveyed making a trip between PHL and NYC  

 

 Figure 6 graphs the share of each survey respondentsô trips made on the mode 
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where the survey was collected. The graph confirms that most Chinatown bus passengers 

primarily use this mode. Fifty-two  percent of respondents who boarded a Chinatown bus 

took 75 percent of more of their intercity trips using Chinatown buses. Further, 70 

percent of survey respondents took 50 percent or more of their intercity trips on these 

buses.  Sixty-four percent of corporate curbside bus passengers took 50 percent or more 

of their trips on corporate curbside buses. However, only 46 percent of traditional 

terminal bus passengers used these buses for 50 percent or more of their intercity trips 

(which may suggest dissatisfaction with these buses). This analysis suggests caution in 

interpreting the survey analysis of traditional terminal bus passengers since they often use 

other modes 
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 Figure 6 Share of trips made by each respondent on their surveyed mode 

 

 

Passenger demographics 

The Chinatown and corporate curbside buses attract passengers that are markedly 

different from traditional terminal bus passengers across age, sex, income and 

race/ethnicity.   
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Table 4 summarizes the demographics data from the intercept survey. Chinatown 

bus respondents are younger than traditional terminal bus passengers. Compared with the 

other bus passengers, a larger share of the Chinatown bus respondents are male. This 

finding is notable since previous research on intercity bus travel (prior to the rise of 

curbside buses) consistently found that women used intercity buses at higher rates than 

men. The lower share of female passengers boarding the Chinatown bus could reflect 

some aspect of these buses that make women feel less comfortable using these buses. In 

the focus groups, some women did report avoiding the Chinatown bus at night out of 

concerns for their safety at the bus stop. However, the lower share of female passengers 

could be a potentially higher rate of refusals among women to complete the survey.  

The survey data also show that a higher proportion of the Chinatown bus 

respondents were Asian/Pacific Islander (26 percent) compared with 14 percent on 

corporate curbside buses and 8 percent on traditional terminal buses. However, White 

passengers made up the largest race/ethnic group on all the buses (37 percent on 

Chinatown buses). Fewer on the Chinatown bus were working full-time (41 percent) and 

more were employed part-time (18 percent) compared with traditional terminal buses (51 

percent employed full-time and 10 percent employed part-time). These rates of full- and 

part-time employment were the same for passengers on the Chinatown and corporate 

curbside buses. Other demographic differences were not statistically significant. 
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Table 4 Intercity Bus Passenger Demographics 

 

Corp. 
Curbside 

Bus 

Chinatown 
Bus 

Traditional 
Bus 

T-tests or pr-test sig. 

  A B C A vs. B A vs. C B vs. C 

Count 325 231 214 
   Survey in English (%) 100% 92% 100% p < 0.01 n.s. p < 0.01 

Gender (% female) 56% 46% 59% p < 0.05 n.s. p < 0.01 

Household Income (%)             

Less than $40,000 40% 46% 42% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

$40,001 to $80,000 30% 36% 37% n.s. p < 0.10 n.s. 

Greater than $80,000 31% 18% 20% p < 0.01 p < 0.05 n.s. 

Household Size (median) 2.8 3.0 2.8 n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Has access to auto (%) 47% 42% 46% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Auto owner (%) 66% 64% 66% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Age (mean) 29.4 27.8 30.3 n.s. n.s. p < 0.05 

18 to 35 years old 75% 79% 68% n.s. n.s. p < 0.01 

36 to 50 years old 14% 12% 16% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

51 to 65 years old 8% 5% 8% n.s. n.s. p < 0.10 

Over 65 years old 3% 4% 8% n.s. p < 0.10 p < 0.10 

Race/Ethnicity (%)             

Af-Am./Black 12% 25% 30% p < 0.01 p < 0.01 n.s. 

Asian (API) 14% 26% 8% p < 0.01 p < 0.05 p < 0.01 

Hispanic 7% 8% 14% n.s. p < 0.10 n.s. 

White 60% 37% 41% p < 0.01 p < 0.01 n.s. 

Other 2% 4% 6% n.s. p < 0.10 n.s. 
Multiple 

Race/Ethnicity 5% 1% 1% p < 0.05 p < 0.05 n.s. 

Employment Status (%)           

Working Full-Time 41% 41% 51% n.s. p < 0.10 p < 0.05 

Working Part-Time 18% 18% 10% n.s. p < 0.10 p < 0.05 

Student 19% 20% 20% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Not working 13% 13% 14% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Other 8% 8% 5% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

 

The corporate curbside bus passengers form another distinct group of intercity bus 

passengers. The most striking attribute of this group is that the proportion of passengers 

reporting household incomes greater than $80,000 per year (31 percent), compared with 
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18 and 20 percent on the Chinatown and traditional terminal buses, respectively. 

Additionally, higher shares of corporate curbside passengers are White (60 percent) or 

Asian (14 percent), compared to traditional terminal bus passengers (41 percent White 

and 8 percent Asian). The survey did not distinguish between US-born and foreign-born 

persons; it is possible that the Chinatown bus attracts more foreign-born passengers than 

the corporate curbside bus, as research on immigrant oriented bus operators has shown 

(Valenzuela et al., 2005). Fewer corporate curbside bus passengers are Black (12 

percent), compared with 25 percent of Chinatown bus passengers and 30 percent of 

traditional terminal bus passengers. Other differences were not statistically significant. 

Survey respondents for all bus types were very young and those on the Chinatown 

buses were the youngest. Unlike previous research from before the era of curbside buses, 

few of the survey respondents were 50 years old or older (Bricka, 2001; Meyer et al., 

1987; U.S. Department of Transportation, 1998). While these changes may be due to 

demographic shifts in the US, they may also be due to the survey method. The mean age 

of corporate curbside bus passengers and the proportion of student passengers in the 

survey might have been higher had I conducted the survey in a different season (i.e. not 

during the summer). This may be particularly true for corporate curbside buses given that 

Megabus explicitly tries to locate their stations near colleges and universities to attract 

student passengers (White & Robbins, 2012).  

The survey also asked about trip purpose (see Table 5). For all respondents, the 

primary purpose for most intercity trips was visiting friends or relatives, followed by 

vacation trips. Passengers boarding the Chinatown buses and corporate curbside buses 
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were more likely to report traveling for work-related purposes when compared with those 

boarding traditional terminal buses.  

 

Table 5 Trip Purpose (more than one reason allowed) 

 

Corp. 
Curbside 

Bus 

Chinatown 
Bus 

Traditional 
Bus 

T-tests 

  A B C A vs. B A vs. C B vs. C 

Visit Friends or Relative 46% 42% 48% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Vacation 20% 18% 20% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Business 14% 15% 6% n.s. p < 0.01 p < 0.01 

Entertainment 10% 11% 12% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Shopping 2% 5% 7% p < 0.05 n.s. n.s. 

To or From Work 2% 5% 2% n.s. n.s. p < 0.1 

School Related Activity 3% 3% 2% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

Other 3% 2% 3% n.s. n.s. n.s. 

N 377 263 203   
   

To provide some insight into changes in the composition of intercity bus 

passengers over time, I include a brief summary of comparable demographic data from 

the 1995 American Travel Survey (ATS)
1
. The ATS is a national survey of inter-

metropolitan travel from 80,000 households during 1995 and into spring of 1996 about all 

domestic and international trips during the preceding three months. The following 

includes three subsamples from the ATS of intercity bus trips, excluding those made on 

charter buses: all domestic intercity bus trips; intercity bus trips between 75 and 300 

miles; and intercity bus trips between 75 and 300 miles in length that began or ended in a 

metropolitan area in the Northeast Corridor. While the 1995 ATS and the passenger 

                                                 

1
 I include the 1995 ATS and not the 2001 and 2009 National Household Travel Surveys (NHTS) because 

these later surveys include few intercity bus travelers (roughly 100 intercity bus trips, excluding charter 

buses, in the Northeast Region for each survey). 
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intercept survey rely on different data collection methods, screening criteria and 

geography, they provide points of comparison to understand how intercity bus passengers 

may be changing over time. 

is a summary of demographic data from the ATS that is comparable to the 

passenger intercept survey. I converted the ATS data on household income to 2010 

dollars though the categories are not exactly the same. The summary also excludes data 

on automobile access, and the race/ethnicity and employment categories are slightly 

different.  

The comparison of this studyôs intercept survey and the 1995 ATS suggest several 

changes since the advent of curbside buses. Intercity bus passengers in the intercept 

survey, regardless of bus type, are significantly younger than those in the 1995 ATS. 

Additionally, smaller shares of the passengers in the intercept survey are White and more 

are Black or Asian, though the differences in share of White passengers are less 

pronounced on the corporate curbside buses. Passengers boarding corporate curbside 

buses are also more affluent than bus passengers on the Chinatown bus, traditional 

terminal bus and those in the 1995 ATS. Fewer passengers in the intercept survey are 

students compared with the 1995 survey. These findings suggest large changes over time 

but are not conclusive because of the differences in data collection methods between the 

two surveys and may just represent increasing diversification of the US population 
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Table 6 Intercity Bus Passenger Demographics from 1995 American Travel Survey 

 

US Trips 
Short 
Trips 

NEC  
Trips 

Count 966 619 290 

Gender (% female) 59% 60% 59% 

Household Income (%)       

Less than $42,923 55% 55% 48% 

$42,923to $85,847 28% 28% 30% 

More than $85,847 17% 17% 22% 

Household Size (median) 2.5 2.3 2.2 

Auto owner (%) 71% 64% 66% 

Age (mean) 44.1 44.8 41.6 

18 to 35 years old 32% 32% 42% 

36 to 50 years old 23% 22% 21% 

51 to 65 years old 14% 11% 10% 

Over 65 years old 31% 34% 25% 

Race/Ethnicity (%)       

Af-Am./Black 20% 16% 20% 

Asian (API) 3% 3% 6% 

Hispanic 12% 8% 10% 

White 71% 77% 70% 

Other 6% 4% 4% 

Employment Status (%)     

Working Full-Time 31% 30% 41% 

Working Part-Time 9% 8% 9% 

Student 23% 25% 27% 

Not working 38% 37% 22% 

 

Finally, I also collected information on residential location. Seventy-five percent 

of the respondents (550) provided a valid ZIP Code, and we mapped the responses using 

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software. The largest number of respondents ZIP 

Codes were in Philadelphia (194) followed by New York (147). Fewer respondents lived 

in Boston, Washington DC, Baltimore and the surrounding suburbs. Sixty-two 

respondents (8 percent of the survey) indicated that they lived abroad and a smaller 

number of respondents listed ZIP Codes outside the Northeast. Figure 7 shows maps of 
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the distribution of residential locations of passengers living in Philadelphia, divided by 

bus type. The locations for the staging operations are indicated with a yellow bus for 

traditional terminal buses, blue for corporate curbside buses, and red for the Chinatown 

buses (all within one mile of each other, and well served by public transit). The map of 

residences by ZIP Code includes 80 Chinatown bus respondents, 73 corporate curbside 

respondents, and 41 traditional terminal bus respondents. 

The maps show that the different bus types appear to draw passengers from 

different catchment areas. Corporate curbside buses draw from a smaller catchment area. 

The average distance from corporate curbside bus respondentôs residential zip code 

centroid to the corporate curbside bus staging area was 2.5 miles. A large share of 

passengers living in West Philadelphia (the location of two large universities, University 

of Pennsylvania and Drexel University), Center City and Northwest Philadelphia. The 

concentration of passengers on corporate curbside buses from near the universities is not 

surprising given corporate curbside buses attempts to lure college and university students, 

yet the survey did not show that these buses are attracting significantly more student 

passengers. Passengers on traditional terminal buses were more evenly distributed, with 

many residents living in Center City, West and Southwest Philadelphia and North 

Philadelphia. The average distance from traditional terminal bus passengersô residential 

zip code to the bus terminal was 3.6 miles. Although Chinatown bus passengers appear to 

live in a broader range of areas in Philadelphia, their average distance to the Chinatown 

bus staging area was 3.6 miles (the same as traditional bus passengers).  
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Figure 7 Residential locations in Philadelphia by ZIP Code and bus type 
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I also analyzed similar maps for New York City (Figure 8) but there was not a 

clear pattern of concentration in particular parts of the city. The lack of a pattern may be 

due to the smaller number of respondents (147 compared with 194) and larger number of 

ZIP Codes (200 compared with 49). The distance from residential zip codes to the bus 

staging areas was very similar for the three bus types (averaging from 5.2 to 5.4 miles). 
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Figure 8 Residential locations in New York City  by ZIP Code and bus type 
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Changes in Travel Behavior over Time 

Given that curbside bus ridership is growing, what is the effect on competing 

intercity modes? Curbside buses may attract riders who previously drove or traveled on 

trains to take similar trips. To assess mode change, the survey asked curbside bus 

passengers whether they were more or less likely to use other intercity travel modes since 

they started traveling by curbside bus. Figure 9 shows the survey question (see Appendix 

B for the complete intercept survey). For traditional terminal bus passengers, the survey 

asked about their use of other intercity modes since they started using traditional terminal 

buses. Respondents chose from the following responses: much less likely, less likely, no 

change, more likely and much more likely. The following presents participantôs reported 

responses and analyzes the reported changes in behavior and ordered logit model.  

 

Figure 9 Excerpt from the survey 

I did not ask about respondentsô likelihood to travel by plane. During the focus 

groups with intercity bus passengers, only one of the 39 participants talked about 

traveling by plane between cities on the Northeast Corridor. The small number of 

respondents who traveled by plane  is supported by Schwieterman and Fischer (2012) 
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who found that only six percent of curbside bus passengers on the East Coast would have 

flown had their bus not been an option for their trip.  

The following presents an analysis of the participants reported changes in travel 

behavior after using curbside buses. I analyze reported changes in likelihood to use 

Amtrak, likelihood to drive and likelihood to use commuter rail (SEPTA / NJ Transit). 

For each of the changes in behavior, I first summarize participantsô survey responses and 

then use a regression model to control for various factors (auto-ownership, income, age, 

etc.) which effect participantsô likelihood to use various modes. 

The model I used is an ordered logit model of likelihood to use each mode 

(ordered probit models produced similar results). The ordinal dependent variable is coded 

such that ranking of the responses are ordered in increasing likelihood to use the mode of 

interest (from 1 to 5 from least to most likely). Following Long (1997), the ordered logit 

model takes the following form, 

ώᶻ   ‍ ‐, 

where ώᶻ is a latent continuous variable mapped onto the observed dependent ordinal 

variable ώ, and can be interpreted as the likelihood of using a specific mode since the 

participant started using curbside or traditional intercity buses.   is the vector of 

independent variables and ‍ is the vector of estimated coefficients for each of these 

independent variables. ‐ is the error term which is distributed normally and uncorrelated 

with  Ȣ 

The specific values of the dependent variable are defined by a series of cut-points, 

ʐ , which link the latent variable Ùᶻ to the observed variable Ù,  
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ώ ά if † ώᶻ †  for ά ρ ὸέ ὐ 

The observed variable Ù relates to Ùᶻ as follows: 

ώ

ừ
Ử
Ừ

Ử
ứ
  ρO ὓόὧὬ ὒὩίί ὒὭὯὩὰώ   ὭὪ †  Њ ώᶻ †

ςO ὒὩίί ὒὭὯὩὰώ               ὭὪ †  † ώᶻ †

σO ὔέ ὅὬὥὲὫὩ               ὭὪ †  † ώᶻ †

τO ὓέὶὩ ὒὭὯὩὰώ              ὭὪ †  † ώᶻ †

υO ὓόὧὬ ὓέὶὩ ὒὭὯὩὰώ  ὭὪ †  † ώᶻ Њ

 

The predicted probability of ώ is modeled using a maximum-likelihood equation 

which takes the following form: 

0Òώ άȿ…ȟ‍ȟ† Ὂ† …‍ Ὂ† …‍ 

The independent variables include the key variables of interest indicating whether 

the respondent was on a curbside bus (either corporate or a Chinatown bus), where the 

reference category is traditional terminal bus. The model also includes the respondentôs 

age, sex, household size, household income, whether the respondent lives in New York 

City or Philadelphia an auto ownership and a dummy variable indicating whether the 

survey respondent reported that s/he could have easily made this trip by automobile. 

In another set of models, I included various measures of the straight-line distance 

measures from the centroid of each survey respondentsô home zip code to the nearest 

Amtrak station, commuter rail station and intercity bus staging areas for the three types of 

buses. To calculate the distance to Amtrak stations, I only included the primary stations 

in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore and Washington. Because the relevant 

Amtrak stations are centrally located (e.g. Penn Station in Midtown Manhattan or Union 

Station in Washington DC). Notably, the distance measures to Amtrak stations were 

highly correlated with corporate curbside bus staging areas in New York, Philadelphia, 
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Boston and Washington DC, since curbside buses staged operations outside of or nearby 

these Amtrak stations. I tested several versions of the distance to Amtrak stations in the 

model. I included continuous distance measures and measures for several distance bands 

(e.g. under two miles from a station, two to five miles, etc.). In all cases, the results 

overall were similar to the model that excluded distance to Amtrak station. In addition, 

including distance measures decreases the sample size because roughly 20 percent of 

respondents did not report their ZIP code. Tests including measures of distance to 

commuter rail stations did not appreciably change the results.  Finally, I chose not to 

include the distance to bus staging areas in the models below because these measures 

were also highly correlated with each other.  

In the discussion of model results below, I present the results for the three model 

formulations. First, I present the ordered logit model where the dependent variable 

represents the full range of options from much less likely to much more likely. I 

sequentially added variables to the regression model. The first model includes just one 

independent variable indicating whether the respondent was boarding a curbside bus (the 

reference category is traditional terminal bus). The second model replaces the single 

variable indicating curbside bus with two dummy variables indicating whether the 

respondent was boarding a Chinatown bus or a corporate curbside bus (the reference 

category is still traditional terminal bus). The third model adds variables indicating age, 

sex, household size and income, race and ethnicity variables (the reference category for 

these is white/Caucasian) and dummy variables indicating that the respondent lives in 

Philadelphia or New York City. The fourth model adds the first measure of auto 
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availability, a dummy variable indicating that the respondent reported that s/he could 

have made the same trip by car either ñeasilyò or ñwith a little effort.ò The fifth model 

replaces this measure of auto availability with a dummy variable indicating whether the 

household owns one or more vehicles.  

 

Effect on likelihood to use Amtrak  

The survey suggests that since they began using curbside buses, both Chinatown 

bus and corporate curbside bus respondents are much less likely to use Amtrak compared 

with traditional terminal bus passengers. Figure 10 graphs respondentsô responses to the 

survey question about their likelihood to use Amtrak after taking a corporate curbside 

bus, Chinatown bus or traditional terminal bus.  

At higher rates, corporate curbside bus passengers indicated that they were ñmuch 

less likelyò or ñless likelyò to use Amtrak compared with Chinatown bus passengers or 

traditional terminal bus passengers. And Chinatown bus passengers indicated that they 

were ñmuch less likelyò or ñless likelyò to use Amtrak than traditional terminal bus 

passengers. About half (47.3 percent) of Chinatown bus passengers reported ñno changeò 

in their likelihood to use Amtrak after using a Chinatown bus, suggesting many of these 

passengers may not view the two modes as substitutes. Interestingly, the share of 

traditional terminal bus passengers who were ñmore likelyò or ñmuch more likelyò to use 

Amtrak after using a traditional terminal bus was much higher than for the curbside bus 

modes, indicating that perhaps traditional terminal bus passengers were not satisfied with 

these buses. 
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Figure 10 Likelihood to use Amtrak since they started using curbside bus or 

traditional terminal buses. 

 

The regression analysis confirms that both corporate curbside bus and Chinatown 

bus passengers are less likely to use Amtrak since they began using curbside buses. The 

following describes the ordered logit model analysis. 

Table 7 presents the models where the dependent variable is the full range of 

options. The table lists the incident risk ratio for each model coefficient along with the p-

value. Model 1 includes only the variable indicating whether the survey respondent 

boarded a curbside bus. The odds ratio for this variable is 0.44 and it is statistically 

significant (p < 0.01). These results suggest that the odds of being less likely to use 

Amtrak for intercity trips on the Northeast Corridor are 2.3 (this is the inverse of the odds 
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ratio, 2.3 = 1/0.44) times higher for curbside bus passengers than for traditional terminal 

bus passengers. 

To examine whether corporate curbside bus and Chinatown bus passengers 

behave differently, I replace the curbside bus variable with variables indicating whether 

the survey respondent was a corporate curbside bus or Chinatown bus passenger in model 

2. In this model, the odds ratios for both these variables are significant and quite similar, 

0.43 for Chinatown bus passengers and 0.44 for curbside bus passengers. This suggests 

little difference between corporate curbside bus and Chinatown bus passengers in their 

likelihood to use Amtrak after using curbside buses. 

Models 3 through 5 add socio-demographic characteristics of survey respondents 

and two different measures of automobile access. The two curbside bus variables change 

little compared with the previous models, suggesting that auto-access and socioeconomic 

differences of the survey participants explain few of the differences between curbside bus 

respondents and traditional terminal bus respondents in their likelihood to use Amtrak. 

However, two of the newly added variables are significant: the indicators for survey 

respondents who are African-American/Black and Hispanic/Latino, indicating that Black 

and Latino survey respondents both have higher odds of being less likely to use Amtrak 

compared with the reference groups, white/Caucasian and non-Latino, holding all else 

equal. Additionally, the model variables for corporate curbside bus passenger or 

Chinatown bus passenger are not significantly different from each other in models 2 

through 5. 

In addition to the model presented here, I tested a variety of other model 
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formulations which all produced similar results. This included a model with a simplified 

dependent variable with five categories rather than three (less likely, no change and more 

likely) and a binary logit model (with outcome variables 0 if the respondent stated that 

they are ñmuch less likelyò or ñless likelyò to use Amtrak since they began riding 

curbside buses or traditional terminal buses and 1 if they report ñno change,ò ñmore 

likelyò or ñmuch more likely.ò). Together, the logit and ordered logit models suggest that, 

compared with traditional terminal bus passengers, survey respondents who use corporate 

curbside buses and Chinatown buses are significantly less likely to use Amtrak since they 

began using corporate curbside buses and Chinatown buses, even after controlling for 

age, sex, income, race, ethnicity and auto-availability.  

 



 

 

 

9
2 

Table 7 Likelihood of Using Amtrak  (ordered logit 5 levels)  

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

  or p or p or p or p or p 

Curbside Bus 0.44***  0.00 
        

Traditional Bus (ref. cat.)                     

Chinatown Bus 
  

0.43***  0.00 0.42***  0.00 0.41***  0.00 0.42***  0.00 

Corp. Curbside Bus     0.44***  0.00 0.42***  0.00 0.42***  0.00 0.44***  0.00 

Age 18 to 35 years old (ref. cat.) 
          

Age 36 to 50 years old         1.22 0.48 1.22 0.48 1.29 0.36 

Over 50 years old 
    

1.57 0.22 1.56 0.22 1.64 0.18 

Female         0.96 0.80 0.95 0.75 0.97 0.85 

Household Size 
    

1.00 1.00 1.01 0.90 0.98 0.74 

Household Income under $40,000 (ref. cat.)       -  - - - - - 

Household Income $40,001 to $80,000 
    

0.97 0.86 0.97 0.88 0.92 0.67 

Household Income above $80,000         0.87 0.54 0.89 0.60 0.80 0.33 

African-American / Black 
    

0.54** 0.01 0.55* 0.01 0.53** 0.01 

Asian / Pacific Islander         0.77 0.27 0.75 0.24 0.78 0.31 

Hispanic / Latino 
    

0.47** 0.01 0.46** 0.01 0.47** 0.01 

NYC Resident         1.21 0.42 1.20 0.43 1.25 0.36 

Philadelphia Resident 
    

1.28 0.22 1.29 0.21 1.34 0.16 

Auto Access             0.93 0.69     

Auto Owner                 1.24 0.28 

Number of observations 481   481   467   465   458   

LR chi2(df) 19.5 
 

19.54 
 

34.68 
 

34.61 
 

33.91 
 

Prob > chi2  <0.01   <0.01   <0.01   <0.01   <0.01   

Note: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Effect on likelihood to drive 

Corporate curbside bus passengers are less likely to drive after using a curbside 

bus. For Chinatown bus passengers, using curbside buses appear no more or less likely to 

drive than traditional terminal bus passengers. 

Figure 11 shows the survey respondentsô reported likelihood to drive since they 

began using curbside buses or traditional terminal buses. The responses for the ñmuch 

less likelyò category are fairly similar for the three respondent groups. The biggest 

difference among the respondent groups is in the ñless likelyò category. A much larger 

share of corporate curbside bus passengers (31.7 percent) reported that they were less 

likely to drive compared with 20.4 percent of Chinatown bus passengers and only 14.4 

percent of traditional terminal bus passengers. 
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Figure 11 Likelihood to drive since they started using curbside bus or traditional 

terminal buses 

 

The regression models indicate that corporate curbside bus passengers are less 

likely to drive after using a curbside bus, compared with traditional terminal bus 

passengers, though the model coefficients are not as consistent as the model of likelihood 

to use Amtrak. The best fit model is the logit model, where the dependent variable is 0 if 

the respondent stated that they are ñmuch less likelyò or ñless likelyò to drive since they 

began riding curbside buses or traditional terminal buses and 1 if they report ñno 

change,ò ñmore likelyò or ñmuch more likely.ò The chi-squared statistic of the likelihood 

ration was most strongly significant in the logit model. 

Table 8 summarizes the ordered logit models where the dependent variable 

represents the full Likert Scale for the likelihood to drive for intercity trips on the 
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Northeast Corridor after using an intercity bus. In models 1 through 3, none of the 

variables of interest are statistically significant. Models 4 and 5 add the two variables 

measuring auto availability. In model 4, which adds the variable indicating that the 

respondent could have easily or with a little effort made the same trip by auto, there are 

two notable differences compared with the earlier model. First, one of the variables of 

interest, indicating that the respondent was a corporate curbside bus passenger is 

significant at the p < 0.10 level. The odds ratio is 0.65, implying that the odds of being 

less likely to drive for intercity trips on the Northeast Corridor are 1.5 times higher for 

corporate curbside bus passengers compared with traditional terminal bus passengers, 

holding all else equal. The other variable that is significant is the indicator for auto 

access. The odds ratio is 1.53 suggesting, as expected, that the odds of being more likely 

to drive for intercity trips on the Northeast Corridor are 1.5 times higher for respondents 

who could have made this trip by auto than for those who would have had a harder time 

making the trip by auto. In model 5, the corporate curbside bus variable is no longer 

significant at the p < 0.10 level. The auto ownership variable is significant and similar to 

the auto access variable in the previous model. The remaining results are similar to model 

4. 

Table 9 summarizes the model results for the ordered logit with the simplified 

dependent variable where there are only three outcome variables: less likely, no change 

and more likely to drive. There are a few notable differences compared with the model 

using the full set of dependent variables. In models 2 through 5, the corporate curbside 

bus variable is significant. In model 2, the variable is significant at the p < 0.10 level, but 
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is significant at the p < 0.05 level in subsequent models. In models 3 through 5, the odds 

ratio ranges from 0.58 to 0.61, suggesting that the odds of being less likely to drive for 

intercity trips on the Northeast Corridor are 1.6 to 1.7 times higher for corporate curbside 

bus passengers compared with traditional terminal bus passengers, holding all else equal.  

Table 10 summarizes the results of the logit model. The results of these models 

are generally consistent with the ordered logit models though the overall model fit is 

better in this model than the ordered logit models. The curbside bus variable is significant 

in model 1. In models 3 through 5, the odds ratio for the corporate curbside bus variable 

ranges from 0.48 to 0.52 suggesting that the odds of being less likely to drive for intercity 

trips on the Northeast Corridor are 1.9 to 2.1 times higher for corporate curbside bus 

passengers compared with traditional terminal bus passengers. The remaining results are 

roughly similar to the ordered logit model with the simplified dependent variable though 

the indicator for African-American/Black is significant. 

Taken together, the three models of likelihood to drive since taking an intercity 

bus suggest that corporate curbside buses may be leading passengers to switch from 

driving to using corporate curbside buses. These results suggest that using a Chinatown 

bus does not affect the likelihood of driving for the same travel purpose.   
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Table 8 Likelihood of Driving (ordered logit 5 levels)  

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

  or p or p or p or p or p 

Curbside Bus 0.81 0.32 
        

Traditional Bus (ref. cat.)                     

Chinatown Bus 
  

0.90 0.67 0.90 0.69 0.90 0.70 0.94 0.82 

Corp. Curbside Bus     0.76 0.22 0.69 0.11 0.65+ 0.07 0.70 0.13 

Age 18 to 35 years old (ref. cat.) 
          

Age 36 to 50 years old         0.58+ 0.06 0.55* 0.03 0.60+ 0.07 

Over 50 years old 
    

1.19 0.65 1.16 0.70 1.18 0.66 

Female         1.20 0.29 1.14 0.44 1.16 0.41 

Household Size 
    

1.03 0.64 1.03 0.65 0.99 0.93 

Household Income under $40,000 (ref. cat.)                   

Household Income $40,001 to $80,000 
    

1.03 0.88 0.98 0.91 0.99 0.94 

Household Income above $80,000         0.53** 0.01 0.47** 0.00 0.48** 0.00 

African-American / Black 
    

0.64+ 0.07 0.63+ 0.06 0.60* 0.04 

Asian / Pacific Islander         0.72 0.18 0.78 0.31 0.74 0.22 

Hispanic / Latino 
    

1.49 0.19 1.58 0.13 1.40 0.27 

NYC Resident         0.91 0.69 0.95 0.82 1.02 0.94 

Philadelphia Resident 
    

0.73 0.13 0.72 0.11 0.72 0.11 

Auto Access             1.53* 0.02     

Auto Owner                 1.49+ 0.06 

Number of observations 454   454   441   438   433   

LR chi2(df) 0.99 
 

1.72 
 

26.98 
 

33.21 
 

30.05 
 

Prob > chi2  0.32   0.42   <0.01   <0.01   <0.05   

Note: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Table 9 Likelihood of Driving (ordered logit 3 levels)  

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

                      

Curbside Bus 0.71 0.11 
        

Traditional Bus (ref. cat.)                     

Chinatown Bus 
  

0.84 0.49 0.91 0.73 0.90 0.71 0.95 0.84 

Corp. Curbside Bus     0.64+ 0.05 0.60* 0.03 0.58* 0.02 0.61* 0.04 

Age 18 to 35 years old (ref. cat.) 
          

Age 36 to 50 years old         0.53* 0.04 0.51* 0.03 0.54* 0.05 

Over 50 years old 
    

1.25 0.59 1.24 0.60 1.25 0.59 

Female         1.25 0.22 1.21 0.30 1.22 0.29 

Household Size 
    

1.03 0.63 1.03 0.66 1.01 0.88 

Household Income under $40,000 (ref. cat.)                   

Household Income $40,001 to $80,000 
    

1.10 0.64 1.06 0.78 1.08 0.71 

Household Income above $80,000         0.56* 0.02 0.51** 0.01 0.52* 0.01 

African-American / Black 
    

0.68 0.14 0.68 0.14 0.66 0.11 

Asian / Pacific Islander         0.63+ 0.08 0.67 0.12 0.65 0.11 

Hispanic / Latino 
    

1.41 0.28 1.47 0.22 1.34 0.35 

NYC Resident         0.93 0.76 0.96 0.87 0.98 0.95 

Philadelphia Resident 
    

0.63* 0.03 0.62* 0.03 0.61* 0.03 

Auto Access             1.33 0.13     

Auto Owner                 1.27 0.29 

Number of observations 454   454   441   438   433   

LR chi2(df) 2.49 
 

4.36 
 

29.1 
 

32.07 
 

30 
 

Prob > chi2  0.11   0.11   <0.05   <0.01   <0.05   

Note: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Table 10 Likelihood of Driving (logit model)  

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

  or p or p or p or p or p 

Curbside Bus 0.64+ 0.07 
        

Traditional Bus (ref. cat.)                     

Chinatown Bus 
  

0.79 0.39 0.87 0.64 0.84 0.58 0.93 0.81 

Corp. Curbside Bus     0.56* 0.03 0.51* 0.01 0.48** 0.01 0.52* 0.02 

Age 18 to 35 years old (ref. cat.) 
          

Age 36 to 50 years old         0.48* 0.02 0.48* 0.02 0.49* 0.03 

Over 50 years old 
    

1.77 0.24 1.79 0.23 1.85 0.21 

Female         1.29 0.21 1.27 0.24 1.27 0.25 

Household Size 
    

0.95 0.48 0.95 0.43 0.96 0.55 

Household Income under $40,000 (ref. cat.)                   

Household Income $40,001 to $80,000 
    

1.04 0.86 1.01 0.95 1.05 0.83 

Household Income above $80,000         0.46** 0.00 0.43** 0.00 0.44** 0.00 

African-American / Black 
    

0.54* 0.02 0.55* 0.03 0.54* 0.03 

Asian / Pacific Islander         0.60+ 0.08 0.62 0.10 0.63 0.11 

Hispanic / Latino 
    

1.07 0.86 1.09 0.81 1.05 0.88 

NYC Resident         0.82 0.46 0.84 0.52 0.80 0.42 

Philadelphia Resident 
    

0.53** 0.01 0.54* 0.01 0.50** 0.01 

Auto Access             1.09 0.68     

Auto Owner 
        

1.01 0.98 

Constant 1.73* 0.01 1.73* 0.01 3.62** 0.00 3.66** 0.00 3.50** 0.00 

Number of observations 454 
 

454 
 

441 
 

438 
 

433 
 

LR chi2(df) 3.48   5.86   37.36   38.28   37.95   

Prob > chi2  0.06   0.05   0.00   0.00   0.00   
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Effect on likelihood to use commuter rail  

When asked about their likelihood to travel by commuter rail after using their 

current bus mode, only corporate curbside bus passengers indicated that they might be 

less likely to travel by commuter rail since they began using curbside buses or traditional 

terminal buses. This option, however, is only available between Philadelphia and New 

York City via Southeastern Pennsylvania Transportation Authority and New Jersey 

Transit (transferring in Trenton, New Jersey). 

Figure 12 includes graphs of the responses to this question for the three groups of 

respondents living in Philadelphia or New York City. The graph clearly shows that a 

higher share of corporate curbside bus respondents report that they were ñmuch less 

likelyò or ñless likelyò to travel by commuter rail compared with Chinatown bus 

passenger and traditional terminal bus passengers.  
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Figure 12 Likelihood to use commuter rail since they started using curbside bus or 

traditional terminal buses. 

 

Table 11 summarizes the ordered logit model for the the likelihood of using 

commuter rail to travel between New York and Philadelphia (. Models 2 through 5 are 

fairly consistent with regard to the variables of interest. In these models, the corporate 

curbside bus variable is significant but the Chinatown bus variable is not. The odds ratio 

for this variable ranges from 0.56 to 0.59, suggesting that the odds of being less likely to 

use commuter rail for intercity trips on the Northeast Corridor are 1.6 to 1.7 times higher 

for corporate curbside bus passengers compared with traditional terminal bus passengers. 

Additionally, the variables indicating that the respondent is female and in the 

higher income groups are significant. The odds of being more likely to use commuter rail 

for intercity trips on the Northeast Corridor are 1.4 times higher for female respondents 
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than for males. The odds of being less likely to use commuter rail for intercity trips on the 

Northeast Corridor are 1.7 times higher for the highest income group compared with the 

lowest income group and 1.6 times higher for the middle income group compared with 

the lowest income group. 

The models results for the simplified ordered logit model and the logit model are 

similar to the model presented here. The three sets of models of likelihood to use 

commuter rail all suggest that after using corporate curbside buses, survey respondents 

are less likely to use commuter rail. However, using Chinatown buses seems to have no 

effect on the likelihood to use commuter rail. This result echoes the findings from the 

model of likelihood to drive and raises the question of what factors lead to these 

differences.   
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Table 11 Likelihood of Using Commuter Rail (ordered logit 5 levels)  

 
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

  or p or p or p or p or p 

Curbside Bus 0.76 0.14 
        

Traditional Bus (ref. cat.)                     

Chinatown Bus 
  

1.16 0.51 1.21 0.41 1.22 0.40 1.27 0.31 

Corp. Curbside Bus     0.58** 0.01 0.56** 0.01 0.58** 0.01 0.59* 0.01 

Age 18 to 35 years old (ref. cat.) 
          

Age 36 to 50 years old         1.09 0.76 1.11 0.70 1.12 0.68 

Over 50 years old 
    

0.59 0.15 0.57 0.14 0.61 0.19 

Female         1.42* 0.04 1.48* 0.03 1.43* 0.04 

Household Size 
    

0.94 0.29 0.94 0.29 0.93 0.27 

Household Income under $40,000 (ref. cat.)                   

Household Income $40,001 to $80,000 
    

0.75 0.14 0.76 0.18 0.71+ 0.10 

Household Income above $80,000         0.62* 0.04 0.67+ 0.09 0.60* 0.03 

African-American / Black 
    

0.81 0.39 0.81 0.38 0.84 0.49 

Asian / Pacific Islander         0.96 0.87 0.91 0.71 1.07 0.79 

Hispanic / Latino 
    

0.60+ 0.09 0.58+ 0.07 0.61 0.11 

NYC Resident         0.86 0.53 0.82 0.41 0.77 0.29 

Philadelphia Resident 
    

0.74 0.16 0.74 0.15 0.73 0.14 

Auto Access             0.76 0.12     

Auto Owner                 0.95 0.79 

Number of observations 479.00   479.00   465.00   462.00   456.00   

LR chi2(df) 2.20 
 

13.47 
 

33.46 
 

34.81 
 

34.38 
 

Prob > chi2  0.14   <0.01   <0.01   <0.01   <0.01   

Note: + p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

         






















































































































































