
 

 

Express bus services provide fast service over long distances, and are typically designed to transport suburban 

workers to downtown jobs. Transit systems in most major urban areas provide express bus service as a complement 

to their local services. In Middle Tennessee, both MTA and RTA provide express bus service. 

  

Common features of express bus service include: 

  often 10 to 30 miles.

  often only one or two at the outer ends of the route, as well as limited stops in downtowns. 

  in cases where midday and/or evening service is provided, it is usually limited. 

  although occasionally service to other markets.

 that are the same as those used by intercity bus operators 

instead of standard transit buses. 

  especially for suburban to downtown services. 

For short- to medium-length trips, most transit agencies provide local or limited stop services (including Rapid Bus 

and Bus Rapid Transit [BRT]). This is because even with many stops, total travel times are reasonably short. 

However, for longer transit routes, service to many stops can make travel times unacceptably long. Providing express 

service is one way to ensure acceptable travel times over moderate to long distances. 

A major focus of express services is to provide faster service. Since stops are the major reason that transit service is 

slower than automobile travel, limiting the number of stops is a key way to make service faster. Many express 

services, including those in Middle Tennessee, have only one or two stops at their outer ends and only limited stops in 

downtown. 



 

 

Service to limited stops is also because express routes usually serve markets 

where there is very little demand for travel between intermediate locations. 

However, in cases where there is demand for travel to intermediate locations, 

complementary local services are provided that serve intermediate stops. This 

is generally the model used in the Pittsburgh area, where there are many 

corridors with strong downtown commuter demand and high volumes of travel 

between intermediate locations. In these cases, local routes serve the shorter 

trips and express routes serve the longer trips to and from downtown. In 

Middle Tennessee, an example of this concept is the Murfreesboro corridor 

where both express and limited stop service is provided. 

Most express services are designed to transport workers from where they live to 

where they work. Since relatively high volumes of commuters are needed to 

support express bus service, the largest markets are typically from large 

suburbs to downtown areas. However, there can also be non-downtown 

markets that support express bus services. For example, in Fort Worth, TX, The 

T provides express bus service from the south of Fort Worth to Bell Helicopter 

on the eastern side of the city. In particular, large employment centers can 

attract this type of service. 

Because relatively high volumes of commuters are needed to support express 

service, and because the highest volumes of commutes take place during 

traditional rush hours (approximately 6:00 to 9:00 a.m. and 3:00 to 6:00 

p.m.), most express services are provided during those hours. However, in 

some markets, and especially in larger urban areas, there is sufficient demand 

for longer spans of service. 

Because express trips are long trips, a greater focus is placed on passenger 

comfort than is typical with local transit. While many transit systems provide 

express service with standard transit buses, others provide service with “over-

the-road” coaches, the same type of vehicle used by intercity bus companies. 

These vehicles have more comfortable seats and a significantly better ride 

quality.  

 

 



 

 

The buses typically seat up to 55 passengers and feature: 

 Comfortable seats that may include a folding table, armrests, and footrests 

 Passenger service units with personal reading lights and air conditioning ducts that can be controlled and 

used by individual passengers with little disturbance to other passengers 

 Onboard video 

 Luggage racks 

 Wifi 

  

Express bus services typically focus on passengers who are spread out across suburban areas, so they rely on 

passengers getting themselves to one of the limited stops. For most, this means by private automobile; for this reason, 

park-and-ride lots are provided at most express bus stops. This is also the case in Middle Tennessee. 



 

 

  

As described above, most express services operate only during peak periods. Furthermore, many of these operate only 

in the peak direction—inbound in the morning and outbound in the evening. This is because, in many markets, 

demand in the opposite direction is too low to warrant service.  

However, in some areas, there are significant volumes of workers commuting from downtown and urban core areas to 

jobs in the suburbs. In these cases, many services do operate in both directions. Two markets for this type of service 

are Millennials who desire to live urban lifestyles but whose jobs are in the suburbs and lower income workers for 

whom the costs of car ownership are burdensome. Depending upon where the suburban jobs are located, some 

express routes operate in the same manner in both directions. In other cases they follow different inbound and 

outbound alignments.  

While there are many “typical” ways to provide express bus services, there are also a number of best practices that will 

maximize ridership. These include: 

 Direct service that minimizes travel times 

 Sufficient amount of service to provide passengers with flexibility 

 Conveniently located park-and-ride lots 

 Service with over-the-road coaches 

 A seat for every passenger 

 Guaranteed Ride Home program 

All passengers prefer faster service to slower service, and faster service usually consists of routing buses along the 

most direct route. This means that routes should avoid meandering and backtracking, which they too often do to 

“maximize” service coverage. However, the longer travel times often discourage more passengers from using the bus 

than the greater service coverage attracts. 



 

 

Few people’s schedules remain constant from day to day. Even those who work fixed hours still need to arrive and 

leave early or late for various reasons. As a result, express routes that provide only one or two trips in the morning 

and afternoon do not provide the flexibility that many need, which then discourages ridership. In general, express 

routes should provide a minimum of three inbound and three outbound trips, and more where possible. 

Service spans should also be long enough to serve different work schedules, with start times between 6:30 a.m. and 

8:30 or 9:00 a.m. and end times between 3:30 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. 

Frequently, and as is the case with most 

MTA and RTA express services, park-

and-ride lots are located at places where 

a local business, church, or another 

organization has agreed to share use of 

their lots. In too many cases, these lots 

are not conveniently located and require 

riders to travel out of direction to reach 

them. To maximize ridership, park-and-

ride lots should be located at places that 

reduce overall travel times for 

passengers, which means a location that 

is between their origin and destination. 

This often requires the development of 

purpose-built park-and-ride lots rather 

than shared locations. Park-and-ride lots 

can ultimately serve multiple modes of 

transportation and play a significant impact in lowering the number of single occupant vehicles on the roadway. 

No matter how fast, express bus trips are usually long; thus, passenger comfort is at a premium. For this reason, 

much express bus service—including much of the express service provided by RTA—is provided with “over-the-road” 

coaches that are essentially the same as intercity buses.  

  

 



 

 

Whereas local transit services often have standing riders, due to an emphasis on comfort and for safety reasons, 

express bus services are almost always designed to provide all passengers with a seat for their entire journey. 

Most express bus services only operate during peak periods, and emergencies occasionally arise that require people to 

get home earlier. To accommodate these situations, and to ensure that these concerns do not become a reason for 

people to forego using express bus services, many express bus operators provide guaranteed ride home programs that 

provide transportation in the case of emergencies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Express bus riders are time sensitive, and faster service will attract more riders than slower service. There are a 

number of ways to provide travel time advantages to express bus service, which include: 

1. Operating service in freeway shoulders (“Bus on Shoulder” operations). 

2. Constructing stations within the freeway right-of-way to minimize or eliminate the local circulation that is 

required to serve stops or stations located outside of the freeway right-of-way. 

These types of measures are described in the Freeway BRT transit strategy document. 



 

 

  

There are a large number of potential ways to improve express service in Middle Tennessee. 

MTA and RTA commuter services—the Music City Star and express bus routes—typically provide only two to three 

trips in each direction that serve a short window of work hours. More service, including longer spans, would provide 

more riders with sufficient flexibility to make service convenient. 

Longer spans will be particularly important. At the present time, MTA and RTA express routes operate with limited 

schedules designed for state employees who work early schedules. As a result, nearly all trips arrive in downtown 

Nashville before 7:30 a.m. and the last trips depart before 5:00 p.m. Consequently, most express bus riders are state 

employees, as service is effectively not available for those with more typical work schedules. Longer spans of service 

will be needed to serve a wider range of work schedules. 

 

There are a number of ways to make service faster, which include: 

 Straightening indirect routes 

 Developing more conveniently located park and ride lots 

 Implementing bus on shoulder operations 

 Developing stations along freeways and/or more efficient connections between freeways and park and ride 

lots (Freeway BRT). 

 Streamlining transit operations in downtown Nashville (in conjunction with downtown service 

improvements for all routes. 

A number of routes are indirect, either due to the overall design of the route or the need to travel relatively long 

distances to access park-and-ride lots. For example, in the Spring Hill area, which is served by Route 95X Spring Hill 

Express, most people live in an area bounded by Thompson’s Station Road to the north, Route 6 to the west, Route 



 

 

396 to the south, and I-65 to the east. As a result, residents must drive west and/or north to the Spring Hill Church of 

the City Park-and-Ride Lot and then ride the bus south and east for more than 15 minutes before heading north on I-

65. Alternatively, they must drive up to four miles south to the Kroger park-and-ride lot to catch a northbound bus. 

 

MTA and RTA could work with other Tennessee transit agencies and the Tennessee Department of Transportation 

(TDOT) to implement bus on shoulder operation for express routes. As in other states that have implemented bus on 

shoulder operations, the service can usually be implemented on existing facilities, with upgrades such as wider 

shoulders and bridge abutments implemented over time as freeways are upgraded. In the interim, express buses 

would operate on shoulders where possible and would continue to operate in mixed traffic where the shoulders 

and/or bridge abutments are not sufficiently wide. Bus on shoulder operations make service more reliable by 

providing the ability to navigate around congestion.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

In addition to bus on shoulder operations, MTA and RTA could implement Freeway BRT measures such as stations 

along freeways and interchange modifications to facilitate bus travel on and off of freeways. (These measures are 

described in more detail in the Freeway BRT strategy document.) These types of improvements would be particularly 

useful along I-24 and I-65 south. 



 

 

 

Express buses are at their slowest when circulating in downtown and midtown Nashville. Improvement to downtown 

circulation for all transit, as described in the Better Downtown Transit Service strategy paper, would also speed 

express bus service. 

Related to making service faster, MTA and RTA could develop purpose-built park and ride lots in convenient 

locations that are along the most direct routes to Nashville. In most cases, these would be located along freeway 

interchanges. An example of this type of lot is the current Clarksville park-and-ride lot, which is located within the 

freeway right-of-way at Exit 8 on I-24 (this lot will soon be relocated to Exit 11). 

 

Clarksville/Rossview Road

Park & Ride

94X



 

 

Many park-and-ride lots, especially those shared with local organizations, provide no indication that they are park-

and-ride lots, nor do they provide any information on available services. This makes it difficult for people to learn that 

transit services are available, and for first time riders to find the lot. Better signage and information needs to be 

provided to make park-and-ride lots more visible and service easier to use. 

At the present time, express services that are operated by Gray Line use over-the-road coaches. Many of the express 

routes operated directly by MTA (for both MTA and RTA express services) use standard transit buses. MTA does use 

over-the-road coaches for the RTA southeast corridor services, with the exception of the Route 96X. For those 

services using standard buses, service could be made more comfortable and more attractive through the use of over-

the-road coaches on all express routes. 


