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Note:  This report was prepared as an internal USDOT briefing in October 2004.  The information contained herein is believed to be accurate as of that date, but does not reflect subsequent developments.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The provision of human services-related transportation is currently spread across 62 federal programs and innumerable state, local, and private initiatives.  Through the United We Ride and Mobility Services for All Americans initiatives, the U.S. Department of Transportation is leading an inter-agency effort to improve the coordination and delivery of these transportation services, particularly for the transportation-disadvantaged.  One of the ultimate goals of the undertaking is the development of a kind of “one stop shop” for arranging human services transportation, whereby trips could be arranged via a single telephone call.

This report was sponsored by the Federal Transit Administration in order to provide an assessment of the potential roles of the 211 and 511 telephone services in coordinating the scheduling of human services transportation.  The report provides the necessary background information on each service, followed by a discussion of the differences that are relevant for the one-stop scheduling concept.  These issues are described in the body of the report and summarized in the table below.

	
	211
	511

	Origins and purpose
	Assigned to community information and referrals by FCC Order 00-256, July 2000.  An outgrowth of local I&R lines, 211 provides an easy-to-remember number for people in need of assistance, helping them navigate the fractured social service delivery system. 
	Assigned to traveler information by FCC Order 00-256, July 2000.  511 offers a single, easy-to-remember number for travelers crossing political boundaries.   Better information on travel conditions can help travelers save time and money, reduce congestion, and improve mobility and safety.

	National coordination and standards
	Content and delivery decisions are left to states and localities.  National 211 Collaborative, a joint effort of the Alliance of Information and Referral Systems (AIRS) and the United Way.

Collaborative has issued a set of recommended standards, including use of the InfoLine taxonomy to classify human service programs and needs.
	Content and delivery decisions are left to states and localities.  511 Deployment Coalition, a joint effort of AASHTO, APTA, ITSA, with support from USDOT, provides national coordination. Coalition has issued a series of deployment guidance documents on content, call handling and routing, customer satisfaction, and other topics. 

	Deployment status (September 2004)
	Available to 33% of the US population via 137 systems in 26 states.  An additional system serves Puerto Rico, and some Canadian provinces have 211 deployments planned or operational. 
	Available to 24% of the US population via 17 statewide systems and 7 metro/corridor systems

	Organization and funding 
	Generally operated by private charities, or by public-private partnerships, such as a partnership between the local chapters of AIRS and the United Way, or between a charity and the state department of health and human services.  Pending legislation would provide $200 million in federal funds to states.
	Lead agency is generally state DOT or MPO, often with partners such as municipalities and transit agencies.  Federal funding has been provided to states via 511 Planning Assistance Program and support to the 511 Coalition.

	Content areas and geographic scope
	Referrals to local human services programs that serve the caller’s needs and for which he/she is eligible.  May also provide information on volunteer opportunities and/or direct crisis intervention (e.g. suicide prevention).


Varies – some statewide systems; others are local but may share training and databases with state system.  In every case, information and referrals are based on caller’s local area.


	Varies by system, but generally includes information on roadway conditions and traffic congestion; may also include public transit, ferry, bicycle, tourism, and other information.  Information available statewide or for region/corridor, with some providing information on neighboring states and areas.

Generally statewide service (some corridor/regional) with the option for local-level information menus.

	User profiles
	Limited data, but indications that callers tend to be socioeconomically vulnerable, perhaps with disproportionate numbers of single women with children.
	Limited data, but appears consistent with general ATIS user profile:  greater numbers of employed commuters, slightly higher incomes, greater comfort with advanced technologies.

	User interface
	One-on-one conversation with live operator to determine caller’s needs and provide information and referrals.
	Automated, with touchtone and/or IVR navigation through information menus. May provide transfer to transit agency or other external information sources.

	Call volumes and call length
	Large statewide systems field 300,000 calls per year or more (1.5 million in Texas); figures are much lower for smaller, local systems.  A typical call lasts several minutes or more.
	Average call volumes range from 3,000 per month in New Hampshire to 178,000 per month in SF Bay Area. During severe weather and other events, daily call volume can exceed the usual monthly average.  Average call duration is about 97 seconds.



	Relationship to transit and transportation providers 
	Few formal partnerships; information on transit agencies and other transportation providers is maintained in same way as other services.  Databases include information on small-scale charitable transportation and transportation expense assistance programs.
	Varies, though transit agencies are often partners in the development and deployment of 511



As the concluding section of the report explains, 211 and 511 have very different customer bases and missions, which in turn lead to significant differences in their user interface, information content, and overall approach.  There are also technical considerations regarding the ability to handle large, variable call volumes, and institutional issues related to deployment status, governance, and funding.  As a result of these differences, the suitability of 211 or 511 for the one-stop scheduling concept hinges largely on the type of users expected and the nature of the scheduling system envisioned.

In brief, 211 provides information on a very broad array of human services; its users very often need information on meeting basic needs or on health concerns, and many do not know where to turn for help.  To serve these callers, 211 uses live, one-on-one communications and deals with each caller’s concerns holistically.  Transportation is typically just one part of its users’ needs, and callers may well need more help in paying for transportation than in planning an itinerary.  By contrast, 511 has an automated, menu-driven interface, reflecting the fact that its users are largely seeking discrete pieces of transportation-related information.  Call durations are short and the systems are equipped to handle large surges in call volume.  511s also have stronger institutional ties to transit and paratransit agencies and a more active national deployment coalition.

A partnership with 511 would thus be a logical step for processing large numbers of routine requests for transit trip planning and paratransit scheduling, while a partnership with 211 would be more appropriate if the system were intended more to accommodate callers who have a particular issue or problem in mind, rather than those who simply need to arrange for transportation to a specific destination.  A partnership with 211 would also allow the system to draw on existing databases of local, small-scale transportation services, and would profit from 211 operators’ extensive local knowledge and experience in finding creative solutions to transportation dilemmas in the broader context of callers’ needs.  The Puget Sound United We Ride effort may prove to be a useful case study on this issue, as it has identified both 211 and 511 as partners in its effort – 211 for providing initial information on available programs, and 511 for scheduling and reserving specific trips. 

INTRODUCTION

Through the United We Ride (UWR) program, the U.S. Department of Transportation (USDOT) is working with the federal departments of Labor, Education, and Health and Human Services to improve the delivery of human services transportation, which is currently spread across 62 federal programs and innumerable state, local, and private initiatives.  United We Ride has provided technical assistance and funding to state and local governments to help reduce the duplication, administrative complexity, and inefficiency of existing human services transportation programs.

A related effort, Mobility Services for All Americans (MSAA), is an ITS initiative of the USDOT that seeks to build on the progress of United We Ride to create a fully coordinated human service transportation system in partnership with health and human services agencies and transit providers.  This system will use geographic information systems, automatic vehicle location, and/or other technologies to improve mobility and accessibility for the elderly, mobility-impaired, and other “transportation disadvantaged” Americans.
Both UWR and MSAA envision the eventual development of a kind of “one stop shop” for arranging human services-related transportation, where the transportation-disadvantaged could, for example, schedule all of their daily travel via a single telephone call.  With the advent of 211 and 511 telephone services in many parts of the country – providing information on human services and travel conditions, respectively – the question has arisen of whether 211 and/or 511 might be appropriate user interfaces for this one-stop concept.

This report was sponsored by the Federal Transit Administration in order to provide an assessment of the potential roles of 211 and 511 in coordinating human services transportation.  It examines the origins and mandates of each service along with characteristics such as system content, user interface, and deployment status to identify the technical and institutional issues that would be associated with using 211 or 511 as the customer interface for the UWR/MSAA one-stop concept.

The report focuses relatively more attention on 211, as that service is less well-known within the transportation community and has fewer institutional ties to USDOT.  Because of the need to gather and present information quickly, the report’s findings are drawn principally from three sources: (1) a review of available documentation on 211 and 511, (2) telephone interviews with 211 service managers, and (3) call volume and usage statistics for individual 211 and 511 services.  A list of the 211 interviewees is included in the Appendix.

FINDINGS


This section provides background information on the operation of 211 and 511 telephone systems.  Technical issues related to the routing and switching of calls and the translation of 211 and 511 calls to full 7- or 10-digit numbers were deemed to be outside the scope of this research and are not addressed here.  Instead, the section describes each service’s origins and purpose, national coordination and standards, current deployment status, organization and funding, content areas and geographic scope, user profiles, user interface, call volumes and durations, and relationship to transportation providers.  For reference, the main points on each of these topics have been condensed into a summary table at the end of the section.

Background on 211

Origins and purpose

In describing the origins of 211, it is useful to distinguish between its de facto and de jure origins.  Legally, 211 was established as the nationwide three-digit telephone number for community information and referrals by order of the Federal Communications Commission in July 2000
.  The FCC found that “individuals facing serious threats to life, health, and mental well being have urgent and critical needs that are not addressed by dialing 911 for emergency assistance or 311 for non-emergency police assistance” and that “a public need exists for an easy to use, easy to remember N11 code to efficiently bring community information and referral services to those who need them.
”  Because N11 dialing codes are an extremely scarce resource (see the Appendix for a reference table of all N11 codes), the FCC also noted that local and toll-free telephone numbers are less able to meet the needs of travelers, migrants, and individuals with disabilities.

In practice, 211 lines – and the seven-digit and toll-free telephone information lines that preceded them – were outgrowths of the large but disjointed social services network in the United States.  In addition to numerous government programs, there are over 820,000 non-profit organizations
 in this country, and people seeking help typically experience difficulty in navigating this maze of public and private support services, particularly at moments of great personal need or crisis.  Many are new to the area or simply do not know where to turn for help.  In response to these problems, so-called “information and referral” (I&R) services were developed to bridge the information gap between human service programs and those who need them.  On a typical I&R telephone line, callers describe their needs in plain language to operators and are provided with relevant information and referrals to the services that meet their needs (and for which they are eligible).  I&R centers can also serve as a community planning tool by tracking met and unmet needs for human services.

Individual I&R lines began moving toward three-digit 211 access in order to provide an easy-to-remember number for those in need, starting with metropolitan Atlanta in 1997.  By February 2000, 211 lines were also operating in Connecticut, and several other states were pursuing 211 access or had provisionally allocated 211 to community information and referrals even though the FCC had not yet ruled
.

National coordination and standards

FCC Order 00-256 left the specifics of 211 implementation up to individual states and localities.  National governance for 211 is provided by the National 211 Collaborative, a joint effort of the Alliance of Information and Referral Systems (AIRS – the national professional organization for I&R providers) and the United Way.  

The Collaborative tracks deployment of 211, lobbies for 211-related legislation, and issues recommended standards for 211 systems.  These recommended standards, adopted by the Collaborative in 2000, are as follows:


· Ensure the provision of 24-hour coverage, year-round. 

· Ascribe to the AIRS Standards for Information & Referral. 

· Have a plan in place to become or be accredited by AIRS. 

· Utilize Certified Information & Referral Specialists and Resource Specialists. 

· Demonstrate cooperative relationships with specialized I&Rs, crisis centers, 9-1-1s and 3-1-1s, where applicable. 

· Have means of tracking call volume, number of abandoned calls, average speed of answering, average call length. 

· Computerized I&R database with client collection capability. 

· Use the AIRS/InfoLine Taxonomy. 

· Have the ability to publicize 2-1-1 services and educate the public on an on-going basis. 

· TTY and multi-lingual accessibility either on-site or access to live translation. 

· Ability to develop linkages through protocol with appropriate clearinghouse agencies that may be able to provide services such as volunteer or donation management. 

· Ensure quality of service and inquirer satisfaction through appropriate follow up. 

The “AIRS/Info Line Taxonomy” referred to in these standards is a hierarchical, conceptual structure for classifying human services.  It was originally developed by the Los Angeles-area I&R service and has evolved into a national standard.  This taxonomy acts as a sort of common language between the offerings of human service programs and callers’ stated needs, allowing each to be translated into a discrete, hierarchical set of programs with standardized definitions.  The taxonomy includes over 6,300 areas of human services and is widely (though not universally) used in the software that 211/I&R operators use to assist callers.

Deployment status


According to the National 211 Collaborative, about 33 percent of the US population had access to 211 as of September 2004, via 137 systems in 26 states
.  An additional 211 system serves Puerto Rico.

Only seven of the 26 states with 211 deployments – Connecticut, Texas, Iowa, Minnesota, North Dakota, Idaho, and Hawaii – currently have statewide access to 211.  In the other 19 states, 211 is available only in certain metropolitan areas served by regional call centers.  Many of these states are working to expand the geographic coverage of 211.  Twenty additional states have no 211 service yet, but are engaged in a 211 planning process, making institutional arrangements and developing business plans and service models.

Although this report is focused on conditions in the United States, it is worth noting that the Canadian government has also assigned the 211 dialing code to human services information and referrals.
  211 services are currently available in some parts of Canada, with more in the planning stages.



Organization and funding

Each 211 service has its own institutional and funding arrangements.  However, very commonly 211 services are operated as a joint effort of the local chapters of AIRS and the United Way.  Another typical arrangement is for the system to be operated by a charitable organization on behalf of a state Department of Health and Human Services.

Among the states that offer, or are working towards, statewide 211 access, almost all fall into one of three basic service models
:

· A single call center and centralized database covering the entire state;

· Multiple regional call centers, with each center using its own staff and databases to provide coverage for a particular geographic region of the state; and

· A single coordinated system of regional call centers that share management, staff training, and a common database. 


According to Mary Hogan of the Connecticut United Way and other 211 interviewees, the first approach offers certain economies of scale and is best-suited to small or low-population states without a lot of regional variation.  In larger, more regionally diverse states, the use of regional call centers allows 211 operators to be more familiar with local circumstances, services, and needs.

Broadly speaking, the I&R community is moving somewhat toward the third service model for larger states, as it is perceived as striking an effective balance between local expertise and the consistency and cost-effectiveness that comes from statewide standardization.  The central coordination and links between call centers also allows for incoming call volume to be balanced across multiple centers when one region is understaffed or receiving an unusually high volume of calls.  This model is used successfully in Texas and is the intended model for planned deployments in the states of Washington, Oregon, and Massachusetts.

The federal government currently provides little financial or other support for 211 efforts.  However, this may be changing as recognition of the value of 211 services grows. Senators Hillary Clinton and Elizabeth Dole have co-sponsored legislation, the Calling for 2-1-1 Act (S 1630/ HR 3111), which would provide $200 million to the states to build and expand their 211 systems.  This bill has attracted a fair amount of bipartisan support, with 31 cosponsors in the Senate and 149 in the House, but has not yet been passed.  

Content areas and geographic scope

In general, 211 provides information on locally available sources of assistance for basic needs – food, housing, clothing, utilities – as well as for social services, mental and physical health, employment, and similar topics.  Some 211 lines are also a resource for matching up volunteers with service opportunities, and a number have been pressed into service to provide information during evacuations and disaster relief efforts, most recently in Florida last month after a series of hurricanes.  Some 211 lines also provide direct crisis intervention counseling to callers, e.g. to prevent suicide or self-harm.

To get a sense of what 211 is most commonly used for, service request statistics were obtained from the Connecticut statewide 211 system, which logs the need area(s) of each caller.  The overall list of requests includes several hundred categories, covering almost every conceivable area of human need:  spiritual enrichment, immigration and naturalization, genetic counseling, mortgage assistance, support groups, vaccinations, needle exchanges, speech therapy, weight loss, voter registration, animal control, and many other areas.  However, the bulk of all service requests centered around a handful of basic needs.  Specifically, for the 12-month period ending on June 30, 2004, these ten categories accounted for just less than half of all service requests:


· Housing/shelter

· Substance abuse services

· Utility assistance

· Health and human services information

· Legal services

· Food

· Outpatient mental health care/counseling

· Helpline counseling

· Information services

· Government income programs

Similar statistics were also obtained from Helpline 211 in central Indiana.  Though the pattern of callers’ requests differs from that in Connecticut, the overall focus on basic human needs is still evident.  The top ten reported needs for Helpline 211 during 2003 were: 


· Food pantry assistance

· Utility assistance

· Holiday assistance

· Rent/mortgage assistance

· Community resource information

· Clothing

· Shelter

· Low-cost housing

· Job search/placement

· Furniture

Overall, 211 services provide information and referrals for an extremely wide spectrum of social services, spanning several hundred distinct areas of social services, but with a consistent emphasis on basic human needs.  Other 211 system managers interviewed did not have detailed usage statistics readily available, but they confirmed this general pattern.

Call logs from Connecticut 211, where the most detailed usage statistics were available, showed that the most common types of travel and transportation-related service requests were for medical transportation, local bus services, and disability-related transportation.  A smaller number of callers also asked about transportation expense assistance programs, which help travelers pay the costs of local or inter-city transportation.  These programs are a critical source of assistance for people who find themselves without the financial means to take a much-needed trip.

Travel and transportation accounted for slightly less than 2 percent of overall service requests in Connecticut.  However, the manager of that 211 system stated – and others reiterated – that the call logs may not fully capture callers’ needs for transportation, because for most callers, the need for transportation is ancillary to the need for medical care, employment assistance, or other human services.  The statewide manager of the Texas 211 network said that transportation services accounted for about 9 percent of service requests overall.

With respect to geographic scope, interviewees confirmed that each 211 system provides information on programs available within the caller’s local or regional area only, although the exact definition of this varies from place to place.  Also, as noted above, 211 is often available only within certain geographic areas of a particular state.

User profiles

The patterns of usage and service requests noted above indicate that 211 is often – though certainly not exclusively – a resource for those who are having difficulty meeting their basic needs or who have concerns about their physical or mental health.  However, none of the 211 managers interviewed had ready access to statistics on the specific demographic characteristics of 211 callers, such as household income or educational attainment.

Statistics from the metro Atlanta 211 system show that during August 2004, the most recent month for which figures are available, the majority (54 percent) of calls came from single women with children.  By way of comparison, the 2000 Census reported that female householders with no husband present and at least one child in the household accounted for approximately 8.1 percent of the population of the metropolitan Atlanta area
.  Though again one must be careful not to over-generalize, single women with children are, as a group, among the most economically vulnerable segments of society.  These data on caller profiles, though quite limited, are consistent with 211’s mission of providing information on human and social services and with the general pattern of information requests.

Callers to metro Atlanta 211, August 2004, by marital/family status

	Single female with children
	54%

	Single female without children
	19%

	Single male without children
	11%

	Couple with children
	10%

	Couple without children
	3%

	Single male with children
	2%

	Grandparent with children
	1%




User interface

The basic premise of 211 is that callers can speak directly to a live operator to describe their needs and receive relevant information and referrals.  This appears to be a universal practice; this research did not uncover any 211 systems that rely instead on voice-recognition or touchtone prompts to interact with callers.  There are some minor exceptions.  Notably, a number of systems use pre-recorded initial greetings to weed out “phantom” (misdirected) calls, and systems that lack sufficient resources to maintain round-the-clock service sometimes also take voicemail messages and respond to the caller at the next opportunity, although this is not in line with AIRS standards.  During periods of high demand, when callers must wait on hold before speaking with an operator, some systems offer the option of pressing a key to receive pre-recorded information on some of the most commonly requested topics; after hearing the information, the caller then has the option of continuing to wait for an operator.

Even with these exceptions, the point remains that the overwhelming majority of all 211 interactions are live conversations.  The AIRS Standards for Information & Referral systems, which are incorporated by reference in the organization’s 211 Standards, require that the caller have a “one-to-one, human contact with an I&R specialist (paid or volunteer).”
   Despite this focus on human interaction, several 211 services do also maintain parallel websites with searchable databases, for those who would prefer to obtain information and referrals via that medium.  Compared to the 211 telephone service, these websites are of course better-suited to those who already have some sense of the services they are seeking.

Call volumes and call length

The National 211 Collaborative does not collect statistics on system-by-system or nationwide 211 call volumes or call length.  Statistics for some individual systems were obtained via interviews with 211 managers:

· Metro Atlanta:  290,000 calls during 2003

· Connecticut:  291,000 calls during 12 months ending June 2004

· Minnesota: 400,000 calls during 2003 (330,000 in Twin Cities area)

· Texas: 1.5 million calls during 2003

· North Dakota:  3700 during eight months ending August 2004

No statistics were available for average call length, though interviewees confirmed that a typical 211 call lasts for several minutes or more, depending on the needs of the caller. 

Relationship to transit agencies and other transportation providers

As described above, 211 providers maintain structured databases with information about the human and social services offered in their coverage area.  In the case of public transit, the databases generally include basic information such as the name and telephone number of the agency, its days and hours of operation, geographic service area, and fares.  For paratransit services and other services that provide transportation and/or financial assistance for travel, the databases also include information on eligibility for the program.  Typical eligibility criteria for transportation services are age, disability, income, place of residence, and trip purpose.

211 lines thus interact with transit agencies and transportation programs in essentially the same way as they would any with other service provider.  At the same time, 211 managers often recognize that transit agencies are particularly important to the community; at least one interviewee mentioned that her 211 service makes an extra effort to be “proactive” in keeping in touch with transit agencies and keeping the transit-related database information up-to-date.

It is not common for the 211 database to have detailed information on specific transit routes or schedules.  Callers to 211 who need transportation are instead given the phone numbers of the transit agencies, paratransit providers, and/or other transportation programs who could meet their needs, and for which they appear to be eligible.  The caller then plans his/her itinerary directly with the agency.

Background on 511

Origins and purpose

In July 2000, with the same order that assigned the 211 dialing code to community information and referrals, the FCC assigned 511 to travel information services.  The FCC, acting on a petition filed by the U.S. Department of Transportation, held that a nationwide, three-digit number for traveler information would “stimulate the deployment and use of travel-related information” in a way that the existing traveler information telephone services could not
.  The FCC also concurred with USDOT’s argument that a three-digit number would be easier to remember and that it would be particularly useful for travelers moving across local boundaries.  Enabling travelers to make better-information travel choices, the FCC said, would also allow “better, safer traffic and travel management” and help reduce congestion and air pollution
.

The advent of 511 was related to the growth in Intelligent Transportation Systems and advances in telecommunications; together these technologies allowed updates on roadway and transit conditions to be gathered and processed electronically and then relayed to travelers via automated telephone menus.  And as with 211, the case for establishing 511 grew out of the experience of existing local and regional efforts to consolidate an array of information resources into a single, easy-to-remember point of contact.  In this case, at the time of the FCC ruling, services such as the San Francisco Bay Area’s 817-1717 telephone line and the Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky ARTIMIS system had both demonstrated the virtues of this concept.

National coordination and standards

The FCC ruling left the details of 511 implementation (as with 211) up to the states and localities.  In light of this absence of any centralized control over 511, a national coordinating body called the 511 Deployment Coalition was formed.  The Coalition includes the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO), the American Public Transportation Association (APTA), and the Intelligent Transportation Society of America, and is supported by the US Department of Transportation.  The Coalition’s membership includes representatives from the private sector, various levels of government, trade associations, and non-governmental organizations.  Its stated goal is ensuring “timely establishment of a national 511 traveler information service available to a majority of Americans by 2005 that is sustainable and provides value to users.”

The Coalition tracks deployment of 511 systems and promotes coordination and national standards.  It has produced a national vision statement for 511 and has disseminated extensive deployment guidance
 for state and local 511 services in areas including:

· Content

· Quality control

· User interface

· Call routing and transfer

· ITS standards

· Fee structure and business model

· User privacy

· System evaluation

· Customer satisfaction

Deployment status


According to the 511 Deployment Coalition, as of September 2004, 511 was available to 24 percent of the US population via 24 systems in 21 states.  This includes 17 statewide systems and 7 systems covering a specific metropolitan area or highway corridor.  At that time the Coalition was also expecting that statewide 511 systems would be deployed in Massachusetts, New Jersey, Colorado, and New Mexico by the end of 2004, which would bring the total share of the US population served by 511 up to 31 percent.

In Canada, 511 has not been assigned to traveler information, though a group led by ITS Canada is working to establish 511 services along the lines of the US model.

Organization and funding

Each 511 service is funded and operated independently.  For statewide systems, the most common arrangement is for the system to be managed by the state DOT, and operated with varying levels of contractor support.  Metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) often take the lead on regional or metro area systems.  In either case, the lead organization works in conjunction with stakeholders and transportation providers in the 511 service area, such as municipalities, transit agencies, and ferry operators, in order to provide information resources and keep them updated.

Through the 511 Planning Assistance Program, USDOT as provided federal funds to state and local governments for the initial development and deployment of 511 services.  USDOT also supports the 511 Deployment Coalition and provides some degree of technical assistance.  In the main, however, each 511 service is managed and funded by the responsible state or local organization using state or local funds.

Content areas and geographic scope


All 511 services provide travel-related information, but the specific content available on each system varies substantially from place to place.  The most common element is information on roadway conditions, particularly weather- and safety-related conditions.  Indeed, particularly for rural states in the northern tier of the country, this may be the primary category of information on 511.  Another common feature is information on traffic flow and delays.  The quality and depth of this information ranges from reports of road closures and construction work to continuously updated reports on incidents, congestion levels, and roadway travel times and speeds.

Information on public transportation, where available, tends to be fairly rudimentary – often simply a recitation of the names of the major transit agencies in the state or region and phone numbers to call for more information.  However, some 511s, particularly regional systems in larger urban areas, have begun providing additional transit content, such as basic information on service areas, fares, hours of operation, as well as the ability to be transferred directly (i.e. without having to hang up and dial a separate number) to an operator at the appropriate transit agency call center.  Other menu options sometimes offered on 511 systems are:  tourist information, special events, airports, roadway conditions in neighboring states, bicycling, and carpooling and vanpooling.

The geographic scope of the travel information usually includes the entire area from which the 511 service can be accessed.  For example, someone calling a statewide 511 service can obtain roadway information for any part of the state, regardless his/her current location.  Some state and regional 511s also provide information coverage that goes beyond their telephone service area – e.g. the Nebraska and Kansas 511s provide information on each other’s highway conditions.

Examples of 511 Top-level Menu Options

	Nebraska 511
	· Nebraska highways

· Kansas highways

· South Dakota highway

· Road weather conditions in other neighboring states

	Maine 511
	· Highway traffic

· Road weather

· Regional summary

· Acadia National Park

· Tourism

· Ferry service and transit

· Other states

· Help with 511

	San Francisco Bay Area 511
	· Public transportation

· Traffic

· Bicycling

· Carpooling/vanpooling

	Virginia I-81 Corridor 511
	· Traffic

· Construction

· Weather

· Road conditions

· Transportation

· Travel and tourism


User profiles

Few 511 systems have yet conducted user surveys that shed significant light on caller profiles or demographics.  Based on the limited available data, it appears that users of 511, like users of other advanced traveler information systems (ATIS), include disproportionate numbers of employed commuters.  Those seeking up-to-the-minute traffic reports in particular tend to have above-average household incomes and longer daily commutes.
  Though this may be less true for systems providing only roadway conditions and weather updates, the general pattern of ATIS users is one of slightly upscale demographics and greater comfort with advanced technologies.

User interface

All of the 511 systems currently in operation are automated and menu-based, with most employing voice recognition (IVR) software to allow callers to make their menu selections via speech and/or touchtone entries.  Examples of the range of top-level menu options are presented above.  After the initial menu choice, the caller continues to use speech or touchtone prompts to navigate sub-menus and to select the specific information of interest.

Once an information option has been chosen, the relevant information is relayed to the caller through pre-recorded messages and/or text-to-speech translation software.  In those cases where the requested information requires human interaction, the caller is either transferred to a live operator or given another telephone number to call, depending on the sophistication of the system and technical constraints.  For example, a 511 caller who needs to plan a specific transit itinerary would either be directly transferred to the appropriate transit agency’s call center, or given the agency’s phone number and told to call that agency to reach an operator.

The trend in 511 user interfaces has been, in almost all cases, toward more automation rather than less, for example by expanding the depth and breadth of the “static” transit information that is provided on 511.  Several transit agencies also have plans to develop IVR-based trip planners, both to improve customer service and to relieve the burden on telephone operators
.

Most 511 services also have affiliated websites that allow users to obtain the same information via the internet.  In fact, because of the flexibility of the internet medium, 511 websites generally allow a greater range of information to be provided in more detail, with graphical presentation of information through state and regional maps.  However, 511 websites vary from place to place in the extent to which the organization and menu options parallel the telephone service.

Call volumes and call length

Average call volumes to 511 services range from just over 3,000 calls per month in New Hampshire to over 177,000 per month in the San Francisco Bay Area.  As of September 2004, the median system handled about 28,500 calls per month, with the mean volume closer to 66,000 calls per month.

Particularly in rural areas where 511 is used primarily for checking on roadway weather and safety conditions, 511 call volumes can spike rapidly during severe weather conditions and other events.  For instance, the Iowa 511 system, which normally handles an average of 39,000 calls per month, received over 37,000 calls in just one day (January 7, 2004, during a period of severe winter weather), and once received nearly 18,000 calls in a single hour.
 

The average duration of 511 calls also varies by system, from a low of 43 seconds for the Orlando system to a high of 127 seconds in Vermont and South Dakota, though it is generally between one and two minutes.  The median across all systems is 97 seconds.

Relationship to transit agencies and other transportation providers


Although some states have planned and deployed 511 systems with little or no transit content or collaboration with transit agencies
, in many cases 511 deployers have brought transit agencies into the planning process as formal partners, and continue to work with them to improve the quality of transit-related information available on 511.  Other transportation providers, such as ferry operators, paratransit agencies, and airport authorities, have also been included as partners or stakeholders.  However, none of the current 511 systems include information on government or charitable programs that provide human services-related transportation, or on programs that help travelers pay for the transportation services they need.

Nothing along the lines of the UWR/MSAA one-stop concept for scheduling human services transportation is currently available via 511.  The closest approximation is the paratransit menu on the San Francisco Bay Area 511, which allows callers to determine which paratransit agency serves their geographic area, and then (if desired) connects the caller to that agency’s telephone reservation line, where a live operator handles the request.


Figure 1 presents a summary of this information. 



Figure 1.  Summary and comparison table for 211 and 511





	
	211
	511

	Origins and purpose
	Assigned to community information and referrals by FCC Order 00-256, July 2000.  An outgrowth of local I&R lines, 211 provides an easy-to-remember number for people in need of assistance, helping them navigate the fractured social service delivery system. 
	Assigned to traveler information by FCC Order 00-256, July 2000.  511 offers a single, easy-to-remember number for travelers crossing political boundaries.   Better information on travel conditions can help travelers save time and money, reduce congestion, and improve mobility and safety.

	National coordination and standards
	Content and delivery decisions are left to states and localities.  National 211 Collaborative, a joint effort of the Alliance of Information and Referral Systems (AIRS) and the United Way.

Collaborative has issued a set of recommended standards, including use of the InfoLine taxonomy to classify human service programs and needs.
	Content and delivery decisions are left to states and localities.  511 Deployment Coalition, a joint effort of AASHTO, APTA, ITSA, with support from USDOT, provides national coordination. Coalition has issued a series of deployment guidance documents on content, call handling and routing, customer satisfaction, and other topics.

	Deployment status (September 2004)
	Available to 33% of the US population via 137 systems in 26 states.  An additional system serves Puerto Rico, and some Canadian provinces have 211 deployments planned or operational.

 
	Available to 24% of the US population via 17 statewide systems and 7 metro/corridor systems

	Organization and funding 
	Generally operated by private charities, or by public-private partnerships, such as a partnership between the local chapters of AIRS and the United Way, or between a charity and the state department of health and human services.  Pending legislation would provide $200 million in federal funds to states.
	Lead agency is generally state DOT or MPO, often with partners such as municipalities and transit agencies.  Federal funding has been provided to states via 511 Planning Assistance Program and support to the 511 Coalition.

	Content areas and geographic scope
	Referrals to local human services programs that serve the caller’s needs and for which he/she is eligible.  May also provide information on volunteer opportunities and/or direct crisis intervention (e.g. suicide prevention).


Varies – some statewide systems; others are local but may share training and databases with state system.  In every case, information and referrals are based on caller’s local area.


	Varies by system, but generally includes information on roadway conditions and traffic congestion; may also include public transit, ferry, bicycle, tourism, and other information.  Information available statewide or for region/corridor, with some providing information on neighboring states and areas.

Generally statewide service (some corridor/regional) with the option for local-level information menus.

	User profiles
	Limited data, but indications that callers tend to be socioeconomically vulnerable, perhaps with disproportionate numbers of single women with children.
	Limited data, but appears consistent with general ATIS user profile:  greater numbers of employed commuters, slightly higher incomes, greater comfort with advanced technologies.

	User interface
	One-on-one conversation with live operator to determine caller’s needs and provide information and referrals.
	Automated, with touchtone and/or IVR navigation through information menus. May provide transfer to transit agency or other external information sources.

	Call volumes and call length
	Large statewide systems field 300,000 calls per year or more (1.5 million in Texas); figures are much lower for smaller, local systems.  A typical call lasts several minutes or more.
	Average call volumes range from 3,000 per month in New Hampshire to 178,000 per month in SF Bay Area. During severe weather and other events, daily call volume can exceed the usual monthly average.  Average call duration is about 97 seconds.



	Relationship to transit and transportation providers 
	Few formal partnerships; information on transit agencies and other transportation providers is maintained in same way as other services.  Databases include information on small-scale charitable transportation and transportation expense assistance programs.
	Varies, though transit agencies are often partners in the development and deployment of 511


DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS


This section draws on the background information provided above to discuss the relevant technical and institutional issues associated with the potential use of 211 or 511 for one-stop scheduling of human services transportation.

Discussion

The most salient differences between 211 and 511 revolve around the very different types of customers they serve – differences both in the demographic make-up of callers and in the nature of their needs and information requests.  As described above, 211 systems largely serve people who are having trouble meeting their basic needs, who have health concerns, or who do not know where to turn for help.  While detailed demographics are not available, 211 callers appear to include a disproportionate number of socioeconomically vulnerable and/or transportation-disadvantaged people.  Call logs also indicate that 211 callers often have multiple needs spanning a wide range of human and social services.  Users of 511 systems, by contrast, tend to have more discrete information needs and a better sense of the specific information they require; they are also (again based on limited data) more economically secure than 211 callers and less likely to be seeking transportation information as part of a larger package of social services.

These differences have strong ramifications for the user interfaces established for each system.  211 systems, with their roots in the I&R community, have been explicitly designed to assist callers who may not know how exactly to describe their needs, who have complex or multiple needs, or who are in the midst of a personal crisis.  For these calls, one-on-one contact with a live operator is essential, and 211 operators need extensive training before starting to field calls.  511 systems, by contrast, are automated and menu-driven, with a trend toward even greater automation of services that previously required a live operator.

211 calls also tend to take several minutes as the operator ascertains the caller’s needs, identifies relevant programs and confirms eligibility, and then provides the appropriate information and referrals.  Calls to 511 tend to be shorter, around 1-2 minutes in length.  This short average duration is evidence that 511 callers are quickly able to obtain the specific information they seek – or, alternatively, at least to determine that it is not available on the system.

A related consideration is the difference in focus between 211 and 511.  211 systems are designed to provide information for the whole spectrum of human services, as relevant to callers’ needs, while 511s are almost exclusively transportation-related.  This difference may seem obvious, but it is not trivial.  For 211s, transportation is an area that makes up a relatively small share of overall calls, though it is often also a secondary need.  In interviews, 211 managers said again and again that a caller’s need for transportation is often only highlighted once information on the initial need has been provided.  For example, a person seeking options for substance-abuse treatment may also discover that he needs to find a way to get to the treatment center.  Indeed, it gets even more complex than this, with several 211 managers giving examples along these lines:  a 211 caller says that she needs to find a way to get to a job interview in a neighboring town with no public transportation.  After a database search reveals that no other transportation services are available for the caller’s trip, the 211 operator suggests a more creative solution, such as visiting a charity’s food pantry to obtain reduced-cost groceries or applying for home-heating assistance, and then using the money saved to take a taxi to the interview.  In short, people’s needs, and the human services network that serves them, are both quite complex, and for 211 transportation is often only one part of a larger picture.  

Differences in caller profiles between 211 and 511 thus create significant differences in their user interfaces, call durations, range of information content, and overall approach.  These differences in turn have implications for the systems’ technical ability to handle changes in demand.  511 services, with their automation and short call times, are able to handle huge spikes in call volume without the need for additional operators or other labor resources.  If necessary, most 511s are capable of handling several dozen, if not hundreds, of calls at once through the use of parallel “ports” on the 511 line.  211 systems, because of their use of live operators and the need for iterative dialogue, are more labor-intensive and cannot as easily handle surges in demand.  The most advanced 211s do use a linked network of regional call centers so that the inbound call load can be balanced across multiple centers, but even then, each operator can only handle one call at a time.  

Overall, these differences suggest the following for one-stop scheduling of human services transportation.  211 is a more logical choice for a service oriented toward the transportation-disadvantaged and others who are having difficulties meeting their basic needs, where personal assistance from a live operator can be used to obtain a holistic understanding of the caller’s needs – of which transportation is often just one part.  511, by contrast, is a more logical choice for scheduling trips for clients who are already familiar with their destinations and the transportation services available to them, particularly if the system needs to be capable of processing large numbers of service requests and dealing with large spikes in demand through the use of automated systems.

This difference is perhaps best illustrated with hypothetical examples of how requests for human services transportation would be best handled with one system or the other.

Via call to 211:   “My son has been getting headaches and is having trouble reading the blackboard.  He might need eyeglasses, but I don’t think there’s any way I could afford them right now.  Is there any place I could get help with that?”  [Based on caller’s location and eligibility, 211 operator provides information on local charitable programs that provide reduced-cost optical care.]   “That program sounds great, but it’s two towns over – is there any way I could get there without a car?”   [Again based on caller’s location and eligibility, 211 operator provides information about relevant transit, paratransit, or charitable transportation services, or other options, such as transportation expense assistance.  Caller then contacts the agency directly to obtain schedule and route information, arrange a ride, and/or request payment assistance.]

Via call to 511:  Caller uses touchtone prompts to navigate menus, pressing 4 for Paratransit, pressing 8 for Chatham County, then pressing 2 for Schedule Pick-Up.  She is then transferred to a reservations agent at the appropriate agency.  She tells the agent, “I need to visit my doctor at 201 Park Street at 11 o’clock tomorrow morning, returning home at 1:30 p.m.   I need an accessible vehicle.  My home address is 7 Linden Road.”
Another recognizable difference between the two services is that, although both 211 and 511 are supported by national coalitions that are tracking deployment and providing implementation guidance, 511’s coalition arguably offers greater resources and a stronger degree of national-level coordination.  The 511 Deployment Coalition benefits from the support of influential national organizations such as AASHTO and APTA, and has produced deployment and evaluation guidance reports, marketing and outreach materials, and deployment tracking statistics and progress reports that are somewhat more extensive than those of the National 211 Collaborative.  The 511 Coalition’s most recent guidance document on operations, for example, weighs in at over 70 pages and includes detailed information and standards on everything from call transfers to information content, business models, privacy safeguards, and customer satisfaction.  Compared to 211, which has scores of regional systems that are run by a multitude of charitable groups and public-private partnerships, the governance of 511 is also somewhat more straightforward, as most 511s are statewide systems overseen by state DOTs.  Together, these differences in coordination and governance seem to suggest that adding a human services transportation scheduling component to 211 would present slightly greater administrative and organizational challenges and potentially require more stakeholder consultation work.

211 and 511 are also different with respect to their relationships to public transit agencies, other transportation providers, and the USDOT.  For 211 systems, transit agencies are often recognized as important local resources, and interviewees mentioned that there is some informal coordination – above and beyond periodic database maintenance – to ensure that 211’s transit information is accurate.  Nonetheless, formal partnerships are rare, and in many ways 211s relate to transit agencies in much the same way as they do with any other local service provider.  For 511, transit agencies are more often formal partners in the development and operation of the 511 system (particularly in more urban states), and a number of 511 services are strengthening their transit content through a close working relationship with transit agencies.  The 511 Deployment Coalition has also received support from the USDOT, and individual states have received federal funding for 511 development.  These existing institutional linkages likely smooth the path somewhat for additional federal involvement in 511, including the UWR/MSAA concept.

At the same time, several of the 211 managers interviewed expressed enthusiasm for the one-stop scheduling concept and in collaborating with USDOT to provide it via 211 (provided, of course, that sufficient funding were available to cover the additional responsibilities).  And unlike 511, the databases used by 211 services already include the vast array of small-scale, often informal, transportation services that are run by charitable and religious organizations.  These database entries would be extremely useful “building blocks” for the development of the consolidated scheduling module envisioned by UWR/MSAA.  211 databases also include information about how to get help in paying for transportation, an issue that is of real concern for many people but is not addressed by any current 511 system.

To the extent that current deployment levels are a consideration, it is worth noting that 211 covers slightly more of the US population at present than 511 does.  However, 211 access is somewhat “spottier” because, aside from a handful of states offering statewide coverage, 211 is generally provided through a patchwork of regional systems.  Conversely, many early 511 deployments happened to be statewide services in larger rural states, so the coverage is more geographically expansive and continuous, even though slightly fewer Americans currently have access to 511.  In any event, upcoming 511 deployments will narrow the gap between 211 and 511 on this measure.  A related, minor point related to deployment is that 211 is much further along in Canada than 511 is.  The potential harmonization of services and dialing codes might be an issue for Americans living near the border, or for residents of either country who routinely travel across the border for medical care or other services.  On the whole, however, current and planned deployment levels do not seem to favor one service over the other with respect to their suitability for one-stop scheduling of human services transportation.


Conclusions

The UWR/MSAA one-stop scheduling concept lies at the intersection of human services and transportation, and, by extension, of 211 and 511.  As the preceding sections noted, there are distinct sets of challenges and opportunities in adding human services transportation scheduling to either telephone service.

511, for its part, is focused nearly exclusively on transportation, and as such it has stronger existing organizational links to transit and paratransit agencies than does 211.  Its automated menus make it better equipped to manage large call volumes and spikes in demand.  Though currently slightly behind 211 in overall deployment, it benefits from stronger national coordination and state-level governance.  Transportation is a much less prominent part of what 211 does, and is often subordinate to callers’ primary needs for human services.  211’s governance and operation is more fractured, with many independently run local call centers and a weaker national coordinating body.  Its reliance on live operators makes it less able to expand its capacity to handle incoming calls.

On the whole, however, there is no match for 211 when it comes to providing information and access to human services for people in need.  Its one-on-one, interactive human communication is indispensable for helping those who aren’t sure where to turn, what name to attach to their need, or what programs might be available.  Because it allows users to describe their concerns in their own words, 211 is also more able to develop a holistic understanding of callers’ needs in all of their complexity, and, where necessary, to suggest creative alternatives when no programs are available.

211 also has a remarkable asset in the form of its databases, which unlike those of 511 already include information on the innumerable small-scale charitable transportation services offered to the disadvantaged and disabled, as well as on programs that provide financial assistance to those needing help paying for transportation.  Moreover, based on the demographics of the two systems, it is very likely that UWR/MSAA’s target audience of transportation-disadvantaged citizens would at least as familiar with the 211 resource as with 511.
 

Thus, the appropriate “home” for the UWR/MSAA scheduling module depends largely on the intended audience and usage of the system.  For processing large numbers of routine requests for transit trip planning and paratransit scheduling, a partnership with 511 would be a logical step.  This would place information on multiple modes of transportation – traffic, transit, ridesharing, paratransit – all on one telephone system, and would provide the ability to handle rapidly expanding call volumes.

A partnership with 211 would be more appropriate if the system were intended more to accommodate callers who have a particular issue or problem to address, rather than those who simply need to arrange for transportation to a specific destination.  In this scenario, the 211 system would be able to identify appropriate programs and services and then provide the necessary transportation information in that broader context.  In doing so, 211 operators would be able to draw on their existing databases of local, small-scale transportation services as well as on their extensive local knowledge and experience in finding creative solutions to transportation dilemmas.  211’s human interface would also be more appropriate for callers who are unfamiliar with automated menus, too nervous or upset to deal with a computer, or unable to follow prompts due to a disability. 


Ultimately, of course, the UWR/MSAA initiative may seek ways to work with both 211 and 511, as befits the nature of each service.  In Washington state, for example, the Puget Sound United We Ride effort plans to utilize both the 211 and 511 services in that state to link people with available transportation resources.  Though the Puget Sound UWR initiative is still being developed, draft documents suggest that 211 could be used to provide initial information on available programs, and that 511 could be used to actually reserve, schedule, and pay for trips. 

APPENDIX

Reference table of all N11 dialing codes


	211
	Community information and referral services



	311
	Non-emergency police and other government services



	411
	Unassigned, but used virtually nationwide for directory assistance



	511
	Traffic and transportation information



	611
	Unassigned, but used broadly by carriers for repair service



	711
	Access to Telecom Relay Services (used to allow conversations between voice telephones and text telephones for the hearing- and speech-impaired)

	811
	Unassigned, but used by local exchanged carriers for business office use



	911
	Unassigned, but used nationwide for emergency services 
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