
 

 

Transit is most attractive when it is frequent enough that people donôt need to consult a timetable and can instead just 

go to a stop and know that the train or bus will arrive shortly . Nearly all major transit systems operate networks of 

frequent services. At very large transit systems, these are often comprised of rapid transit and light rail lines th at are 

supplemented with frequent bus services (that are often bus rapid transit [ BRT] and/or Rapid Bus lines). For transit 

systems that have either a limited number of rail lines only or that are bus only, Frequent Transit Networks or 

Frequent Service Networks are comprised largely or exclusively of bus services. 

Over the past decade, there has been an increased emphasis on the development of Frequent Service Networks and, in 

particular , the branding of Frequent Service Networks to heighten public awareness of them. Furthermore, the 

development of Frequent Service Networks is a concept that is spreading to smaller systems. 

 

Frequent Transit  Networks are designed to provide convenient service between an areaôs most important destinations 

and consist of a number of inter-related elements: 

Č Frequent service, typically every 10 to 15 minutes or less from the beginning of the morning peak to 

early evening or later 

Č A sufficient number of routes to create a network that serves all high-demand locations 

Č Direct routes that operate along major arterials, consisting of a combination of rapid transit, light 

rail, BRT, Rapid Bus, and local bus routes, and sometimes consisting entirely of local bus routes 

Č Special branding and information to make service visible and memorable 

These elements are designed to make service more convenient, connected, and memorable. 

Frequent Transit Networks are designed to provide frequent and direct service that operates for long hours: 

Á   Most transit systems consider services that operate at least every 15 minutes throughout the day 

and into (at least) the early evening as ñfrequent.ò However, there are exceptions and, as described further 

below, Boston includes only a subset of its frequent routes (those that have been designated as ñKey 

Corridorò routes), and Columbus, OH includes routes that operate less frequently during the midday.  

Á   With few exceptions, Frequent Transit Network services have long spans of service and 

operate seven days a week. However, many Frequent Transit Network services operate less frequently at 

night.  



 

 

Á  With only limited exceptions due to unique circumstances such as geographic and street layout 

constraints, Frequent Service Networks are comprised of routes that are direct and operate in exclusive 

rights -of-way and/ or along major arterials.  

Frequent Transit Networks are designed to serve the locations that most people want to go to most oftenðto 

downtowns, urban neighborhoods, mixed -use corridors, employment centers, and major institutions such as 

universities.  

Frequent Service Networks can also create a de-facto ñsystem backboneò that provides a structure for other services.  

In the same manner that large urban systems are built around the backbone that their rapid transit systems provide, 

Frequent Service Networks can provide a similar structure for smaller systems, with lower frequency routes and 

specialized services providing connections to the Frequent Service Network. 

Frequent Transit Networks use four primary approaches to making service memorable: special branding, Frequent 

Transit Network maps, simple service structures, and simple schedules. 

Á  Many transit systems brand their Frequent Transit Networks to heighten awareness of the 

available services. Examples include Minneapolis/Saint Paulôs ñHi-Frequency Network,ò Vancouverôs 

ñFrequent Transit Network,ò Providenceôs ñKey Corridor Network,ò and San Franciscoôs ñRapid Network.ò  

Many transit systems that brand their Frequent Transit Networks publish Frequent Transit Network Maps 

and indicate frequent services uniquely on system maps. For example, LA Metro publishes an ñEvery 15 

Minutes (or Less)ò map. Branding is also used in a variety of other ways, including in marketing materials, at 

bus stops, and on schedules.   

     

Á Many systems produce special Frequent Transit Network maps that are designed to 

highlight frequent services and make them stand out from other service. Transit systems that do this include 

Bostonôs MBTA, Minneapolis/Saint Paulôs Metro Transit, Portlandôs Tri-Met, Washington , DCôs WMATA, 

and Vancouverôs TransLink (with examples from Boston, Minneapolis/Saint Paul, and Vancouver shown in 

the following sections).   



 

 

Á  Frequent Transit Networks have simple service structures that are designed to make 

service easier to remember. Typically, they operate as directly as possible within exclusive rights-of-way 

and/or along major arterials.  

Á   Frequent Transit  Networks also typically have simple schedules, with transit services 

scheduled to operate at even intervals (clockface headways) that passengers can easily remember. 

As described above, most large systems have a Frequent Service Network , whether explicitly branded or not. Some of 

the larger transit systems that have branded their Frequent Service Networks include Minneapolis/Saint Paul, San 

Francisco, and Vancouver. Others that have not been branded include Boston, Columbus, and Houston. 

TransLinkôs Frequent Transit Network (FTN) consists of its four rail lines plus a large number of bus routes that 

operate at least every 15 minutes throughout the day and until at least 9:00 p.m.  TransLink advertises the service as 

ñ15-minute or better service, 7 days a week.ò 

 

As stated by TransLink, the FTN provides the following benefits:  

Á Convenient and easy to use 

Á Service is frequent enough to not need a schedule for most trips 

Á Quicker travel times because wait times are shorter 



 

 

Á Easier to make spontaneous trips and know a service will be there if plans change 

Á The ñhop onò and ñhop offò level of service makes it easier for people to stop off to run an errand or shop 

during their c ommutes 

Bostonôs MBTA has long produced a spider map of its subway lines and has updated this map to include key 

connections such as with commuter rail, Silver Line BRT routes, and ñKey Bus Routesò (which is the terminology that 

MBTA uses for frequent service routes). The MBTA has not branded this network, but presents it  through its ñRapid 

Transit/Key Bus Routes Map.ò As shown below, the Frequent Transit Network consists primarily of rail lines that are 

supplemented with BRT and Key Corridor bus routes. 

 


