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Many older adults in Central Indiana rely on public transit to maintain their independence. 
However, transit options are often not well-known nor easily accessible. This State of 
Aging in Central Indiana Report (SoAR) research brief addresses important aspects of 
public transit accessibility for older adults in Central Indiana. 

Key findings include: 

• Older adults travel a shorter distance to a bus stop than any other age group in
Marion County. On average, adults age 65 and older travel one-tenth of a mile
to reach a bus stop.

• Other adults (age 16 or older) travel an average of 24-38 percent farther to
reach a bus stop. Three quarters of older IndyGo riders travel less than a
quarter mile to a bus stop. Only about one-third of older adults in Marion County
live that close to a bus stop.

• Rural and urban demand transit are the most inefficient means of transit in
Indiana in terms of transit financial expenditures per rider, but these are often
needed for older adults. To efficiently improve transit access where older adults
live, a combination of planned housing and coordinated regional transit
development is needed.

To interact with the embedded visualizations, visit the online version of this report at: 

https://centralindiana.stateofaging.org/2022/12/08/limitations-and-opportunities-with-public-transit-for-an-aging-
population-in-central-indiana/ 

Questions about this research brief? Email us at stateoa@iu.edu 
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Introduction 

Within Central Indiana, public transit access is critical for many older adults to participate 
in essential activities such as shopping, health trips, and social activitie. 1 In fact, greater 
access to public transit for older adults may decrease prevalence of depression,2 

particularly because better transit access can alleviate social isolation in older adults.3 

However, public transit access in rural areas is commonly worse than that in urban areas. 
Furthermore, rural areas oftentimes have greater proportions of both older and sicker 
populations—partly due to trends such as younger adult out-migration, cost of living 
disparities, and rural areas being more desirable for retirement. 4 

Marion County IndyGo access for older adults 

In Marion County, areas with a greater 
number of older adults tend to be more 
suburban and have less public transit 
access. Census tracts with a greater 
number of adults age 65+ have a greater 
average distance to travel to IndyGo bus 
stops and a lower transit density based on 

a miles of bus service per week
Within these census tracts, the average 
distance to the closest bus stop can 
commonly be upwards of half a mile. 
Distance to a bus stop can be a significant 
barrier to transportation access for older 
adults. 

The 2016 IndyGo ridership 
survey b measured the starting location of 
transit trips, such as a home or business, 
and the bus stop where riders boarded. 
Adults age 65+ traveled an average of one-
tenth of a mile (531 feet) from their starting 
location to a bus stop, less than any other 
age group surveyed. Three quarters of older 
riders traveled less than 1200 feet to a bus 
stop, or just under one quarter mile. 5 

a 
https://centralindiana.stateofaging.org/report-data/transportation/ 

b 
https://www.savi.org/report/who-rides-the-bus-examining-transit-ridership-in-marion-county/ 

Older adults and children tend to 
travel the shortest distance to a 
bus stop 

Median distance in feet traveled to bus stop by age group 

Median values by age group, in feet. 
Source: Polis Center analysis of data from IndyGo 2016 Ridership Survey 
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Assuming 1200 feet is the furthest most older adults are willing to travel to a bus stop, 
Polis analysts estimate 76,426 older adults in Marion County are farther from a bus stop 
than they will willingly travel. This threshold distance of close to a quarter mile is similar 
to earlier researchc that found older adults are three times more likely to use public transit 
if they were within about one-eighth of a mile from a bus stop as opposed to a quarter of a 
mile. 

On Average, it’s farther to bus stops in the outskirts of Marion County. 
Median distance from the center of each census tract to the clostest bus stop. 

Median (average) geodesic distance to the closest IndyGo stop by census tract in miles, based on centroid points 
of residential parcels 
Source: Polis Center analysis of IndyGo data and the City of Indianapolis data 

c 
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://onlinepubs.trb.org/Onlinepubs/hrr/1972/403/403-004.pdf 
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Older adult population living further than a fifth of a mile from a bus stop. 

Estimate based on population of adults aged 65 and over from 2020 ACS 5-yr suvery data and the 
estimated percent living farther than 1175 feet from the closest IndyGo bus stop, based on geodesic 
distances from residential parcels 
Source: Polis Center analysis of 2020 ACS 5-yr suvey data, IndyGo data, and the City of Indianapolis 

Within those age 65+ who used IndyGo public transit and participated in the 2016 
ridership survey, there was no difference6 between distance traveled to IndyGo stops 
across race/ethnicity or gender groups. 7 Additionally, there were no significant differences 
between the distance from a final bus stop to the ultimate destination based on age group, 
suggesting that access to the initial bus stop is a more important determinant for use of 
public transit. 
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Access to particularly important destinations for older 
adults using IndyGo 

For many older adults, specifically those age 5 and up, public transit is imperative for 
social, personal, religious trips, and shopping. Collectively, these destinations make up 
about two thirds of IndyGo trips for adults age 65 and over, with an additional 12 percent 
of trips for medical purposes.d Thus, assessing transit access to these destinations is 
essential for determining the usefulness and appeal of public transit for the older adult 
population. 

Using a standard transit time of 8 a.m. on a weekday (Monday) and theoretical starting 
locations at the centroid of each census tract in Marion County, the extent an individual 
can travel within 30 minutes via walking and public transit may be estimated. Based 
on network analysis,e it is clear that there are many tracts where it is unlikely for an 
individual to reach a health clinic or grocery store within 30 minutes without the help of a 
car. This analysis illustrates several census tracts where current transit gaps exist. These 
fall in not only suburban parts of Marion County, but also urban census tracts where an 
IndyGo service line currently does not run.8 

Detailed data look: Distance from rider origin to initial bus stop by age group 

Please note: Box-and-whisker plots display a range of data instead of just one average value. Please 
see the footnote 9 provided at the end to learn more about each component of this box-and-whisker 
plot. 

d 
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://centralindiana.stateofaging.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/State-of-Aging-in-Central-

Indiana-Section-6-Transportation.pdf 
e 

https://pro.arcgis.com/en/pro-app/latest/help/analysis/networks/create-and-use-a-network-dataset-with-public-transit-data.htm 
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Access to grocery stores is greatest along IndyGo routes 

Number of grocery stores reachable from the center of each tract in 30 minutes 
on transit. 
Leaving at 8 a.m. Monday, including wait time for bus. 

Based on centroids from each census tract 

For travel at 8am on a typical Monday.  
Source: Polis Center analysis of data from SAVI and IndyGo. 
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Access to places of worship is greater than any other target destination. 

Number of places of worship reachable from the center of each tract in 30 minutes 
of transit. Note that individuals are likely to be more selective about places of 
worship they would actually attend. 

Leaving at 8 a.m. Monday, including wait time for bus. 

Based on centroids from each census tract 

For travel at 8am on a typical Monday. 
Source: Polis Center analysis of data from SAVI and IndyGo. 
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Travel to health clinics is easiest in downtown Indianapolis 

Number of clinics reachable from the center of each tract in 30 minutes on transit. 

Leaving at 8 a.m. Monday, including wait time for bus. 

Based on centroids from each census tract 

For travel at 8am on a typical Monday. 
Source: Polis Center analysis of data from SAVI and IndyGo. 
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Potential impacts of IndyGo’s future service plan 

IndyGo plans to continue increasing local bus service with increased frequency and two 
additional rapid transportation lines through their proposed 2023-2027 future service 
plan.f IndyGo will particularly target transit-critical population zones with increased 
frequency, improving the reach of 15-minute or better travel frequency for minority 
communities, zero-vehicle households, and low-income households. While this will 
improve access for many older adults, this future service plan is focused along pre-
existing routes, and will not expand access to less urban areas in Marion County where 
older adults are more likely to reside. 

IndyGo experienced a decline in ridership of 46 percent between February 2020 and 
February 2022g spurred by the COVID-19 pandemic. Ridership dropped from 2020 to 
2021h in Indianapolis more than any other large, fixed route system in Indiana. IndyGo 
rider fare revenue also decreased substantially from 2019 to 2021, dropping from $9.6 
million in 2019 to $5.7 million in 2021. The new, proposed changes to IndyGo routes can 
help reverse these trends and improve transit options for older adults in Marion County. 
However, one key obstacle that remains is the shortage of IndyGo drivers. This has been 
a continual challenge for IndyGo since the start of the Covid pandemic, resulting in many 
drivers working overtime and IndyGo functioning well below driver-operator goals.i Once 
this key issue is addressed, the 2023-2027 IndyGo future service plan hopefully will 
increase accessibility and frequency of public transit routes, so that older adults can 
experience more autonomy in accomplishing daily tasks and avoid instances of social 
isolation. 

Transit options outside of Marion County 

While the IndyGo future service plans will hopefully improve transit access for older adults 
traveling in Marion County, alternative transit options are necessary to service the large, 
older adult population living in the outer counties of Central Indiana (e.g., Boone, 
Hamilton, Hendricks, Johnson, etc.). While there are currently many different types of 
public transit available in the counties surrounding Marion County,j many require 
scheduling transportation 24-48 hours in advance or are first come-first served. 
Additionally, several of these transit options for older adults in the surrounding counties 
are more expensive than public transit options within Marion County. 

f 
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/4176f43c5ea54394821e2b58c46b9e2f 

g 
https://www.indygo.net/about-indygo/transit-planning/ 

h 
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.in.gov/indot/files/2021-Indiana-Public-Transit-Annual-Report-June-2022.pdf 

i 
https://www.indystar.com/story/news/local/transportation/2022/10/11/new-indygo-bus-map-which-routes-could-be-cut-or-changed/69551856007/ 

j 
https://www.cirta.us/county-connect/transportation-resources/ 
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For example, trips on IndyGo bus routes are $0.85 for persons age 65 and older with a 
Government Issued Medicare Card or persons with disabilities and an IndyGo Half Fare 
ID Card, while services such as Hamilton County Express have fares that are $3 one-
way/$6 round trip or LINK Hendricks County, which is $6 round trip within a town, or $8 
round trip within the county.k Barriers such as scheduling transportation far in advance, 
fewer routes/stops, and higher costs serve to potentially limit public transit usage by older 
adults in more rural Central Indiana. 

Example of barriers and challenges for older adults with 
transit in outlying counties of Central Indiana 

Demand-response trips, the kind of public transit that is available in rural and suburban 
counties, can be complicated to navigate. The fares vary between systems and for 
different types of riders. Advance scheduling requirements vary from same-day to a week 
or more ahead of a trip. And different counties' systems do not connect well. These 
hypothetical example trips illustrate the challenges of navigating rural and suburban 
transit. 

Stacy is 67 years old and lives in 
Franklin, Indiana. She works part-time 
at a local restaurant she can walk to 
from her home, and does not own a car. 
She recently began treatments at The 
Richard M. Fairbanks Burn Center at 
Eskenazi Health in Indianapolis, IN for a 
severe burn she received on her 
forearm while cooking. Treatments are 
now weekly, and Stacy often needs to 
find her own way of transportation to 
Eskenazi Health. 

She has used Access Johnson County 
Transit to transfer to IndyGo buses that 
can take her right to Eskenazi Health. 
Unfortunately, this can take upwards of 
three hours one way. Stacy would use 
the Access Johnson County demand 
transit service, but cannot cover the $4 
per zone ride this would require. 
Another option Stacy has tried is the 
Johnson County Senior Services, which 
is free. However, she has found it 
difficult to meet the advance scheduling 
requirement of at least four days, and 
the service only takes her as far north 
as Southport Road, where she still must 
transfer to IndyGo. This trip is affordable but takes a very long time. Solutions 

might include regional rapid transit or subsidized ride-sharing. 

k 
https://www.hcseniors.org/transportation 
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While Stacy appreciates being able to get to downtown Indianapolis on her own, 
she must navigate the inherent difficulties of rural-to-urban transit in Central Indiana. 

Harry is 65 years old and lives in a 
suburban neighborhood in Whitestown, 
Indiana. He lives with his wife, Sally, and 
they both share a car for transportation 
needs. Sally tends to use the car during 
the week to drive to work because Harry 
is retired. 

Harry would like to still run errands while 
Sally is away at work but needs an 
alternative form of transportation. Harry 
likes shopping at Wal-Mart, but the 
closest one is in Lebanon, Indiana. He 
has tried using Boone County Senior 
Services for demand transit, but 
sometimes has difficulty reserving a spot 
ahead of time, although he does 
appreciate that it is free for adults over 
age 60. He isn't really sure of other 
options where he can schedule transit 
with less notice, particularly because his 
needs are non-medically related. 

This trip is affordable and fast but requires a 
reservation 1-2 weeks ahead of time. This is useful 
for planned errands, like groceries, but not for last-
minute needs. Solutions might include subsidized 

ride-sharing 

Gertrude and Jerry are both 83 years old and retired, living in rural Morgan County, 
Indiana. They can still drive but prefer not to at night because of difficulty with visibility. 
With winter approaching and the days getting shorter, they worry about making their 
Wednesday evening bible study because of driving in the dark. They would carpool with 
other members from their bible study but live on the opposite side of town and don't want 
to feel like a burden. They have looked into using Morgan County Connect, which is a free 
service to adults age 60 and over. Unfortunately, transportation is only available from 
Monday-Friday 7 a.m.-5 p.m., and their bible study is from 5:30-6:30 p.m. As a result, 
Gertrude and Jerry are working with their church and others nearby to raise funds for a 
church shuttle service they hope can help themselves and others in similar situations. 

This trip cannot be completed because the demand response service in Morgan County ends at 5 
pm. Solutions include extend hours for demand response, a carpool, or subsidized ride-sharing. 
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Assessing transit needs in outlying Central Indiana 
counties 

Pilot micro transit programs within Marion County 
may serve as examples of how to potentially 
improve transit accessibility to older adults in the 
other counties of Central Indiana in an affordable 
way. For example, three microtransit pilot programs 
in Marion County have commenced since 2020 to 
meet local community needs—IndyGo 
Connect,l Driven2Success,m and Midtown-Get-
Around.n However, there is little data thus far to 
evaluate the effectiveness of these pilot programs in 
addressing community needs, and they are focused 
in higher density urban areas within Marion County. 
Thus, the question arises on how to improve transit 
access for older adults in areas outside of Marion 
County where there is a lower population density 
and greater distances between stops. 

Part of the difficulty in assessing transit needs and 
opportunities in more rural parts of Central Indiana 
is the sparseness of data from transportation 
services here, particularly demand-response and 
paratransit services that many older adults rely 
on. Researcho has illustrated the need for more 
detailed demand response transit data to evaluate 
where service improvements should be implemented, 
particularly data such as the amount of trips turned down, 
minimum reservation time needed, service eligibility, and 
service area. More detailed surveys filled out by transit 
agencies within states can provide this important 
information, which has already been shown by researchersp 

to help identify specific areas with the greatest mobility 
needs, as well as bolster paratransit/demand-response data 
in the National Transit Database (NTD). 

Cost-effective transit solutions in less dense areas 
where older adults tend to reside can be difficult though, 
particularly because there are currently fewer fixed routes 
and more transit demand services. Both rural/urban 
demand response transit services and small fixed route 
costs per rider in surrounding Central Indiana counties are 

l 
https://www.indygo.net/indygoconnect/ 

m 

n 

o 

p 

https://www.driven2success.info/home 

https://www.indygo.net/indygo-partners-with-community-groups-during-covid-19-pandemic/ 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1495&context=jpt 

chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://digitalcommons.usf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1495&context=jpt 
q https://centralindiana.stateofaging.org/report-data/transportation/ 

Transfer points between door-to-door services 
are located near the borders between counties. 

Locations where riders can transfer from one door-to-door 
service to another 

Cross-country travel limitations in Central 
Indiana 

Many shuttle and demand services 
within Central Indiana are limited to 
within county boundaries, and users of 
these services who want to go from 
one county to another must change 
vehicles at a transfer point, often 
through IndyGo. Focus group 
participants in our State of Aging 
Reportq on Transportation stated these 
services were rarely used for regional 
trips, particularly medical 
appointments. 
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greater on average than urban large fixed routes, such as within Marion County. 

This disparity between the cost of fixed and demand response service is eliminated 
though when instead evaluating transit agency costs based on total expenditures per 
vehicle mile traveled. This illustrates just how much farther vehicles have to travel per 
rider in less densely populated areas in Indiana. 

Ratios are averages for 2021 data across each transit category. TVM=Total vehicle miles. 
Source: INDOT and IndyGo 

*Please note: This is a summary figure of expenditures per mile and expenditures per total vehicle mile 
traveled (TVM) by type of transit agency. For a detailed breakdown of each transit agency, please visit our 
online report - https://centralindiana.stateofaging.org/2022/12/08/limitations-and-opportunities-with-public-transit-
for-an-aging-population-in-central-indiana/ 

Concluding thoughts and suggestions moving forward 

In order to improve transit access for older adults throughout Central Indiana in the 
coming years, a solution likely will involve a combination of transit methods and planned 
development. This is particularly needed for counties outside of Marion County, where 
many older adults will live in the future, but where transit is currently least accessible, 
particularly for cross-county transit. While demand response is less cost-effective than 
fixed route services per rider, on average, it is necessary to meet the current demands 
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based on where older adults tend to live. Suburban and rural areas simply do not have 
enough population density to support efficient, sustainable fixed transit systems. 
Demand response transit is particularly imperative for the oldest old (age 85+), where 
many may have mobility limitations. 

However, with a rapidly aging population in both Central Indiana and the United States in 
general, planned future development of older adult housing and communities in 
conjunction with public transit access may help make demand response transit more 
efficient. Planned development may allow integration of demand response transit with 
new fixed route systems, much like the shuttle service provided in Marion County with the 
CICOA Way2Go Transportation Service.q 

Transit systems work best when they connect dense population centers to clustered 
destinations, rather than connecting a dispersed population to dispersed destinations. 
There is demand for such communities among older adults. According to survey data from 
the Central Indiana Smartgrowth Survey (2018),r among Baby Boomers: 

• One quarter are interested in moving in the next few years 

• Four in ten say sidewalks and cultural amenities are important in the place they 

choose to live 

• One quarter desire shops and restaurants within walking distance 

• One-fifth want to live in a place with available public transit 

Thus, while many other qualities of suburban or rural living also appeal to older adults, 
walkable, mixed-use neighborhoods oriented around existing transit lines can be 
developed to meet market demand. 

q 
https://cicoa.org/services/transportation/shuttle-service/ 

r 
Chrome extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/http://www.mibor.com/clientuploads/PDFs/Research/2018%20Housing 

%20Summit/2018_Community_Pref_Survey_Report_V2.pdf?displaytype=Interior 
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population health and aging: toward a multilevel and multidimensional research agenda for the 
2020s. American Journal of Public Health, 110(9), 1328-1331 

5. The actual 75th percentile of data is 358 meters, or 1174.5 feet. 

6. No statistically significant difference (p < 0.05) found. For box plots generated in this report, 
the grouped nonparametric Kruskal-Wallis p-value represents the likelihood that all age groups 
are statistically the same, and paired two-sample nonparametric Wilcoxon rank sum tests 
(Mann Whitney test) represent the likelihood that both groups are from the same population. 

7. It is noted that the overall sample size (n = 152) becomes reduced to much smaller numbers 
when subgrouping by 5 different races/ethnicities for adults age 65 and over. 

8. There are slight negative correlations between older adult (age 65+) population in census tracts 
and the amount of grocery stores, health clinics, and places of worship within 30-minute 
access. However, this 30-minute access estimation makes assumptions about walking time 
and mobility that may not hold true for many members of the older adult population. 

9. Here, the box and whisker plots display distance (in meters) from an IndyGo riders' point of 
origin to their initial bus stop, grouped by age. We display meters here instead of feet or miles 
like in the rest of the research brief. Meters are the conventional way to report data for 
comparison internationally in the peer-reviewed literature, and are how these values were 
originally calculated through programming equations. One meter is approximately 3.3 feet, and 
1609 meters are in a mile. The y-axis is log10 transformed, to normalize appearance of the 
data and make it fit on one axis. Distance is geodesic, meaning it is point-to-point shortest 
distance along a path, but takes into account curvature of the earth. 
The horizontal line within the boxes represents the median. The whiskers represent the range 
in which the middle 50% of riders fall. The p-values at the top of the figure indicate if the age 
groups are likely to truly be different from one another, or if differences occur just because of 
random variation. Differences in distance to the bus stop are statistically significant (p < 0.05) 
between older adults and all other age groups except children. The letter "n" represents the 
number of samples in each age group. 

15 

https://viewer.joomag.com/who-rides-the-bus-examining-transit-ridership

	LIMITATIONS AND OPPORTUNITIES
WITH PUBLIC TRANSIT FOR AN
AGING POPULATION IN CENTRAL
INDIANA
	Key findings include: 
	Introduction 
	Marion County IndyGo access for older adults 
	adults using IndyGo 
	Potential impacts of IndyGo’s future service plan 
	Transit options outside of Marion County 
	Example of barriers and challenges for older adults with transit in outlying counties of Central Indiana 
	Assessing transit needs in outlying Central Indiana counties 
	Concluding thoughts and suggestions moving forward 




