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Collaborative contracting between public transport authorities (PTAs) and bus operators has been presented as a
successful method for reaching public transport policy goals. This paper examines management processes and

Ha4 outcome data, asking whether this management approach, incorporating more far-reaching collaborative ele-
g% ments, is associated with higher goal achievement in two Swedish regions and two contracts. Stated regional

policy goals are ridership growth, reaching set levels of customer satisfaction, and some cost-efficiency. This
I;:Z::fr red;em management approach suggests that PTAs should delegate more planning responsibility to operators. PTA
Contract management assessed the approach to be valid but, to our surprise, also said that they frequently reclaimed
Collaboration previously abandoned control to secure desired outcomes. This indicates that more delegation may not neces-
Public transport sarily have led to increased goal achievement. Without making claims as to causality, we note that ridership
Bus increased in both regions and individual contracts, while customer satisfaction stagnated and costs increased
Sweden steeply in both regions, but not in one contract. The paper questions whether collaborative contracting, on
Patronage average, has contributed to ridership increases generally, although it may have in some instances.

Customer satisfaction
Cost-efficiency

1. Introduction
1.1. Problem and background

Earlier research on collaboration in public transport has argued that
collaboration has been a critical success factor in the planning and
production of public transport (see, e.g., Hrelja et al., 2016) and that it
can support well-functioning public transport (Hrelja et al., 2018).
Hrelja et al. (2018) qualified this, however, warning that these per-
ceptions may be management rhetoric and that the claims need to be
examined.

This paper examines “collaborative” aspects of the procurement of
bus service contracts in the regions of Skdne and Vastra Gotaland in
Sweden, in aggregate and in two separate contracts, one in each region,
in the 2015-2019 period, and describes the outcomes in terms of
ridership, customer satisfaction, and costs. The two contracts were
nominated by the public transport authorities (PTAs) as particularly
successful in reaching political goals. The paper asks two questions: How
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have management and collaboration evolved to cope with public
transport goals? Can it be shown that new contracts with allegedly more
collaborative elements are superior to their preceding alternatives at
achieving goals?

The paper uses a combination of qualitative and quantitative
methods for case studies." We examine claims regarding the contribu-
tion of collaboration by analyzing goal documentation, management
guidelines, and contracts and by interviewing PTA and operator man-
agement to map how collaboration was implemented. We study out-
comes by describing data capturing how goal outcomes developed
during the studied period.

Collaboration was defined in contracts as governing group activities
in which representatives of the parties met regularly to identify opera-
tional problems, prepare proposals, and make decisions on the PTA goals
and on actions needed to work towards them. This definition of
collaboration is inclusive, not implying a distinct time when collabora-
tion starts, as earlier contracts also involved meetings, follow-ups, and
agreements on measures to be taken. A possible novelty beginning

E-mail addresses: roger.pyddoke@vti.se (R. Pyddoke), karin.thoresson@vti.se (K. Thoresson).
1 In a companion paper, the analysis focuses more on the history of the management approach and how it is justified in documents and by management.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.retrec.2023.101293

Received 23 November 2022; Received in revised form 24 March 2023; Accepted 26 April 2023

Available online 8 May 2023

0739-8859/© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


mailto:roger.pyddoke@vti.se
mailto:karin.thoresson@vti.se
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/07398859
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/retrec
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.retrec.2023.101293
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.retrec.2023.101293
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.retrec.2023.101293
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.retrec.2023.101293&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

R. Pyddoke and K. Thoresson

around 2010 was a conscious shift of responsibilities for timetable
planning to operators. Regarding the two studied cases, the Hisingen
contract started in 2013 and the Malmo-Lund contract started in 2016.
We have therefore chosen to think of these contracts as starting points of
a partly new set of ideas guiding the PTA-operator relationship, and
therefore as new collaborations. In both cases, the collaboration in-
cludes relationships with the respective municipalities with the aim of
managing the infrastructure for bus stops, terminals, and traffic
conditions.

In the first decade of this century, the almost ubiquitous procurement
of bus service in Sweden entered a period of modest ridership growth,
rapid cost increases for PTAs, and decreasing profitability for operators
(e.g., Nilsson, 2011; Rye & Wretstrand, 2014). This development
prompted PTAs and operators to aim for faster ridership growth. In
2006, the predecessor of the Swedish Public Transport Association the
Swedish Association of Public Transport and the trade organization of
operators (SLTF and BR, 2006) stated that local public transport needed
reform. The main problem was identified as too little attention to what
travelers wanted. This problem, it was claimed, was exacerbated by
procurement practice that allowed little room for operators to adapt
supply to traveler demand and by declining operator profits. The parties
agreed that a common policy was needed to improve the development of
the business. In 2008, a joint undertaking by the same group (i.e., PTAs
and operators) proposed a national goal of doubling ridership by 2020
compared with 2006. Soon afterwards, a new business model was pre-
sented (Partnersamverkan, 2009) in which the joint undertaking pro-
posed using ridership incentives to stimulate ridership growth. In the
same year, a government commissioner outlined the reform of regional
public transport (SOU 2009, p. 39). One emerging component of this
new policy was collaboration (for more on this, see, e.g., Partnersam-
verkan, 2009; Rye & Wretstrand, 2014).

This paper is the first, to our knowledge, that examines how the
specific emphasis on the “collaborative” element in public transport
contracts can have contributed to attainment of public transport goals.
The main contribution is to demonstrate the tension between a man-
agement approach suggesting the harmonious fusion of PTA and oper-
ator goals and a practice in which operators did not fully adopt the PTA
goals. We have examined bus service in two Swedish regions and in two
contracts in terms of outcome data, but have not examined causality in
an econometric sense.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature.
Section 3 presents the methodology and materials used in the paper.
Section 4 describes the goals of the PTAs and operators and how these
are implemented in contracts. Section 5 presents the results of in-
terviews. Section 6 analyses the data, and section 7 finally discusses the
findings and concludes the paper.

2. Literature

This paper builds on several strands of literature, mostly concerning
welfare-optimal public transport, demand for public transport, collab-
oration in public transport, political science of procurement, and eco-
nomics of the governance of private and public procurement.

2.1. The apparent and real political goals for public transport

This paper’s concern with seeking possible explanations for desired
effects calls for some analysis of what the relevant goals may have been.
Section 4 describes the stated goals of the two PTAs. The literature on
partnerships and collaboration (e.g., Hrelja et al., 2018; Rye & Wret-
strand, 2014; Sgrensen & Longva, 2011) focuses on the relationship and
not on goals and goal achievement. Any attempt to evaluate the out-
comes of public transport collaboration and contracts will, however,
have to make assumptions as to the social goals.

In Sweden the political goals for public transport can be found in
each region’s traffic supply program (TSP;  Swedish,
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“Trafikforsorjningsprogram”) mandated by the Public Transport Act
(2010:1065) and enacted in 2013. The overarching goals of national
transport policy are found in the white paper on national transport
policy (prop. 2008/09:93).

The economic literature on the optimal design of public transport
supply has mostly assumed that the goal is social welfare optimization,
with social welfare being constructed as the sum of consumer surpluses,
consisting mostly of passenger valuations of time components (e.g.,
travel, waiting, changing, and delays), producer surpluses (i.e., the net
of revenues minus costs), and externality costs (see, e.g., Horcher &
Tirachini, 2020). This representation of the public goal implies that most
of the social benefits generated by public transport improvements are
due to different kinds of time savings (e.g., for travel, waiting, changing,
and delays), sometimes with more weight on welfare of low-income
individuals. These benefits are balanced by the costs of the production
and an extra weight on the cost to the public purse of delivering public
services. Applying such social welfare maximization analysis to two
smaller Swedish cities indicated that the current supply of public
transport was larger than the socially optimal amount (Asplund och
Pyddoke 2020; Borjesson et al., 2019). Economists have also attempted
to explain the deviation between real-world public transport policy
decisions and social-welfare-maximizing policies. De Borger and Proost
(2015) used a model of political competition for government to explain
this deviation.

2.2. Important factors influencing public transport demand

Although operators can independently influence public transport
demand, their opportunities to do so, and the relevant incentives to
independently increase demand under current Swedish contract re-
gimes, including for the two regions studied here, have been small (e.g.,
Vigren & Pyddoke, 2020; Wika Haraldsen & Norheim, 2018). Studies
have not shown that ridership incentives can influence ridership (Pyd-
doke & Lindgren, 2018; Pyddoke & Swardh, 2017; Vigren & Pyddoke,
2020). Vigren and Pyddoke (2020), studying all bus contracts in Skéne
before and after the currently analyzed contract in the Malmo-Lund case
was implemented, overlapping the period studied here, found no effect
of the contract form on ridership. The main observations were that
ridership increases appear to have been driven by other factors, such as
increased supply and population growth, that operators have minimal
freedom to unilaterally change supply, and that supply increases may
have been equally important before the introduction of ridership in-
centives. These results indicate the difficulty of determining the causes
of changes in demand or of the effects of management practice, sug-
gesting caution when attributing causes.

2.3. Partnerships between PTAs and operators

Studies of collaboration and partnerships in Swedish public transport
have examined the relationship aspect (e.g., Hrelja et al., 2016, 2018;
Rye et al., 2018), so has earlier literature (e.g., Hensher & Stanley, 2010;
Stanley & van de Velde, 2008). Hrelja et al. (2018) compared organi-
zations in Birmingham (UK) and Gothenburg (Sweden). Their central
observation was that partnerships incorporating more collaborative el-
ements, in the form of regular meetings of representatives of the parties
and resulting in agreements on goals and measures to be taken and set
forth in formal contracts, are seen by management as way to address
perceived problems. The development was seen by interviewees as going
from “individual short-term profit-motivated action” (p. 336) to “lon-
ger-term deliberative collaboration” (p. 336), suggesting the collabo-
ration aspect to be a cause of better results.

Hrelja et al. (2018) reported that growing trust in Sweden hasled toa
weaker feeling of being monitored, cautioning that cozy relationships
between authorities and operators (p. 337) are likely to increase with
growing power imbalances (p. 329). Finally, the authors emphasized
that they had not analyzed the outcome of the partnerships in terms of
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ridership, customer satisfaction, etc., and that such an analysis would
require a study of its own.

2.4. Competence for procurement

Political scientists studying the contracting out of public services
have observed that the increasing share of public-sector services con-
tracted out by public agencies in Sweden is likely to have influenced the
governance of contracting processes. In the USA, the scholarly debate on
the management of public affairs and contracting out (e.g., Kettl, 2016;
Resh, 2019; Verkuil, 2017) has identified loss of cornpetence2 as a major
problem for public administration. Resh (2019), reviewing Verkuil
(2017), summarized a central argument that the loss or dismissal of
competence has meant that “when steering functions are put in the
hands of opportunistic private entities ... several things are lost: a)
institutional memory and expertise, b) a sense of a general public pur-
posiveness, and c¢) meritocratic principles that prevent nepotism,
cronyism, and patronage.” Resh (2019) also noted the risks associated
with “revolving doors” in terms of recruitment between authorities and
operators, which could give operators increasing influence over policy,
even contracting policy.

2.5. Governance and public procurement

Normatively, the purpose of public procurement should be to
improve the quality and efficiency of the delivery of a commodity or
service that would otherwise have been provided by a public organi-
zation. Before procurement was introduced at a large scale in Swedish
public transport, the previous organization was a mix of private con-
cessions and public production.

The choice between in-house production or procuring in the public
sector recalls the make-or-buy decision in the private sector. Analysis of
the make-or-buy decision for private firms was pioneered by, among
others, Coase and Williamson (Nobel Prize, 2009). The market, Wil-
liamson argued, “is likely to work well unless there are obstacles to
writing or enforcing detailed contracts” (Nobel Prize, 2009, p. 3). With
sufficient competition, there is little room for agents to behave strate-
gically. Once an agent on the competitive side of the market acquires
relationship-specific capital, however, the room to bargain ex post
grows unless there is a complete long-term contract. The potential losses
from such ex post bargaining, Williamson observed, are positively
related to higher profits for the seller. This may then lead to the inte-
gration of firms to reduce losses for the buyer. This aspect has so far
received little attention in studies of public transport procurement.

3. Methodology, data, and materials

The central hypothesis examined here is that later collaborative
contracts have delivered higher goal achievement than did earlier con-
tracts. This examination is limited to the three goals of increased
ridership (boarding passengers), customer satisfaction reaching a
certain targeted level, and cost efficiency requiring cost increases to stay
at an acceptable level. For this to be possible, several preconditions must
be fulfilled. The pricing is entirely decided by the PTA. Therefore, the
operator can only unilaterally increase demand by improving behavior
of staff or improving buses. Changes in supply must be cleared with the
PTA as it will either increase costs for the PTA or risk leaving citizens
with too little service. Increased customer satisfaction is also likely to
cost more. An important and stated source of increased ridership is
moving capacity from lines with less demand, which requires that the
PTA is willing to accept decreased supply in some areas. Improved goal

2 In Sweden, the Stockholm PTA actively divested its analytical competence,
selling large parts of its data and its analysis department in 2001 to the private
consultancy firm AF.
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attainment in dimensions not analyzed here may also increase costs.
Cost increases are largely attributable to increased input costs (Vigren,
2015), so not all cost increases can be attributed to measures to increase
goal achievement.

As our available data on costs and cost drivers are limited, the po-
tential to examine cost drivers is also limited. Many of the most
important cost components are, however, indexed in the contracts with
the aim of insuring operators against increases in such costs. Uninsured
cost drivers, such as street congestion, are not handled directly in con-
tracts, but delays from such sources can be avoided by adjusting
timetables.

The main research methods used here are document studies, in-
terviews, and data compilation and description. The document studies
focus on TSPs (in which political goals are documented), management
guidelines, and contracts. The interviews focus on how PTA and oper-
ator employees perceive goals, collaboration objectives, the content of
interactions concerning timetable planning, and negotiations with the
municipality about measures to reduce street congestion and possible
bus speeds following from that. One crucial issue is whether PTA man-
agers perceive proposals to be contributing to the goals of increased
ridership and attention to costs. Another issue is how the PTA has
reduced its former planning work and whether this affects its compe-
tence as a client. The data part involves compiling data on the traffic
outcomes of the contracts in terms of patronage, supply of bus kilo-
metres, costs, customer satisfaction, and punctuality.

4. Goals and contracts

There are three levels of democratic assemblies with taxation rights
and corresponding public administrations in Sweden: national, regional,
and municipal. Public Transport together with health services are the
two most costly responsibilities of the regional level. The regional public
transport authorities PTAs are answerable to the regional majority. They
are regulated by the Public Transport Act (2010:1065). The particular-
ities of the service provision and contracts is mostly a regional matter.
The costs for public transport are in most regions borne about equally by
regional taxpayers and public transport users by fares. Most regions
chose to tender for the service. The planning and management of public
transport in Swedish regions are intended to be governed by the TSP, the
official goal document required by the Public Transport Act
(2010:1065). This section briefly introduces the formal requirements of
the TSP and related contracts and the collaboration requirements in the
contracts.

4.1. Goals of PTAs
These TSPs are required to state.

1. The regions’ and municipalities’ goals for public transport;

2. What public transport services are subject to public service obliga-
tions; and

3. The grounds for setting fares provided by the regional PTA.

In the studied 2015-2019 period, the overarching goals in both re-
gions included: 1. Doubling ridership between 2006 and a specified
target year; 2. Reaching high levels of consumer satisfaction; 3.
Improving efficiency; and 4. Reaching climate and environmental goals.
In Vastra Gotaland, the document stated that it was expected that costs
would have to increase to cover expanded services, to be funded by fares
or taxes (Region Vastra Gotaland, 2012, p. 42). Later, the goals shifted
and the importance of developing the supply in a cost-efficient way was
more emphasized. Rural and suburban traffic in low-demand areas poses
an ongoing prioritization problem.

A manager at Vasttrafik (the PTA in Vastra Gotaland) noticed that,
since about 2018, there had been more emphasis on economic efficiency
and that this pressure came both from political and top-management
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actors. The goal of increasing or even doubling ridership was no longer
stressed; rather, more emphasis was put on making existing supply more
efficient and on reducing costs, the manager stated. Managers at Ska-
netrafiken (the PTA in Skéne) reported a similar shift in goals.

4.2. Goals of operators

So far, little attention has been paid to the goals of operators. Stan-
dard economic modeling assumes profit maximization, sometimes
extending over several periods. A dynamic perspective could consider
richer representations that could include long-term investments in
learning how to profitably win tenders, developing knowhow to service
contracts more efficiently, learning about legal ramifications, gaining
long-term market power, etc. These goals could all motivate strong
challengers to accept short-term losses to invest in a future profitable
presence in the market.

4.3. Contracts

The Hisingen contract in Vasttrafik and the Malmo6-Lund contract in
Skénetrafiken are quite similar, partly due to the contract standardiza-
tion led by the Swedish Public Transport Association.

4.4. Collaboration

The description and practice of collaboration has evolved over time
in both regions and differs between contracts. The vision of collabora-
tion in Vastra Gotaland is more elaborated and far-reaching. In the
invitation to tender for the Hisingen contract, collaboration was
described as follows: “In order to succeed ... Vasttrafik needs to deepen
and improve its cooperation with the operator companies on several
levels. The ambition is that all parties should feel that public transport is
a shared business.” In a more recent contract, the form of collaboration
was further developed. This contract has a separate section on “forms of
collaboration and business development.“® The collaboration in the
Hisingen contract was organized in the form of a council of partners
(Swedish, “partnerrdd”) including representatives of PTA and operator
senior management. This council decides on issues within and extending
over the individual contracts, with the mission to develop the public
transport of Vasttrafik in its entirety not just in the contract in question.
The mission is to manage and develop the shared business. The council is
supported by a business team (Swedish, “affarsteam”), which acts as the
operational management, preparing proposals for changes in supply
decided on by the council. This structure of a decision-making group and
a group preparing the proposals, follow ups, and adjustments is the same
in Skane. A feature of the collaboration is that the collaboration activ-
ities of the operator are expected to be provided without additional
payment.

The central tasks of the council and business team in Vastra Gotaland
are to formulate the business plan (revised yearly), design and adjust the
supply (ongoing), conduct local marketing (ongoing), follow up the
production, and manage by objectives (quarterly). These business plans
contain analysis of the production outcome as well as projections and
goals for production and ridership. In the Skéne and Malmé-Lund
contracts, the business plan is adjusted triannually. An important part of
business plan development is to assess the potential for demand growth.
This assessment is based on the latest developments, expected popula-
tion changes due to housing development, and expected demand
changes due to changes in population and employment and in the
relative attractiveness of the available modes of travel.

The concerned municipalities are further important partners, so
“collaboration” is needed with them also. The relationship between the
PTA, on one hand, and the operator or municipality, on the other, is not

3 Linje 100 Bilaga C2 Samverkansformer och Affirsutveckling.
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of the same nature. The two parties to the contract agree to have yearly
“dialogue meetings” with the concerned municipalities.

4.5. Central aspects of the contracts

Both the Hisingen and Malmo-Lund contracts iterated and partly
reformulated the regional goals of the then current TSP. Most of the
contract payments are paid for the production of bus hours and bus ki-
lometers and the operators are compensated for the number of buses
specified in the contract. To reach increased ridership both PTAs agree
to increased supply when this is assessed to be needed. Both contracts
also provide demand incentives for boarding passengers. There was also
a bonus for exceeding the target levels of customer satisfaction. As in the
recommended standard contract, there were limits to changes in the
total volumes of traffic at given prices; for changes within these limits,
special tendered change prices applied. Major cost components were
indexed using official indexes.

The demand incentive requires the operator to equip a minimum
number of buses with automatic passenger-counting devices. In the
Hisingen contract, these devices were introduced in 2015. This
increased the estimated travel, prompting Vasttrafik to adjust the
ridership incentive payments. In 2019, ridership incentives as a pro-
portion of total payments in both contracts were stated to be about 30%.
In the Hisingen contract, quality bonuses constituted approximately
1-3% of total payments. The ridership incentive implies an incentive for
operators to ensure that passengers are counted and to initiate capacity
transfer from lines with lower demand to lines with higher demand
when this is possible, increasing operator revenues at the same costs.
Most regions have several contracts covering the region. Therefore, the
problem with several low demand lines within a contract mostly arises
in rural parts of a region. If all lines are low demand, capacity transfer
becomes difficult or impossible. Conversely, the incentive to reduce
supply when demand drops below current levels appears to be weaker.
Vasttrafik has required that operators suggest supply reductions, a
requirement met to varying degrees by different operators.

The most important relationships between subgoals and contract
clauses are summarized in Fig. 1. The first two subgoals, increased
ridership and high satisfaction are associated with explicit clauses in the
contracts. The efficiency goal is not explicitly addressed but catered for
indirectly by the transfer possibility which allows for increasing
boarding passengers without necessarily increasing costs.

In keeping with the assumption of operational responsibility, in both
contracts the operators themselves were charged with substantial parts
of the responsibility to follow up. Both the PTAs had invested in
acquiring and making data accessible for analysis by the parties. There
appears to have been good transparency for the parties but less for the
public.

5. Interviews

This section is based on nine semi-structured interviews with public
officials, one operator, and representatives from the trade associations.
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. In total 9
interviews.

Operationalisation

Subgoals in contracts

Passenger incentives
Increased supply

Increasing ridership

Bonus for satisfaction

GOALS High level of satisfaction || pgnalties for delays

Permissions to shift
-~ | supply from low to high
demand

Increased efficiency

Fig. 1. The relationship between some subgoals and contract clauses.
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e Two public officials, in charge of studied contracts, were interview
on several occasions.

e One operator working with the Gothenburg contract.

e One public official responsible for strategic management

e Three representatives for public and private trade unions, engaged in
the relation between PTAs and operators.

The section is primarily intended to report on the perception of the
parties of how the “collaboration” worked and how the roles changed
over time. The outcomes are analyzed in a later section.

5.1. Perception of overall changes in roles

Our interviews started high in the managerial hierarchy and pro-
ceeded to lower levels. Higher levels of management were unable to
identify or suggest concrete outcomes of collaboration. One manager at
Vasttrafik stated: “I do not believe that there will be obvious outcomes
[of collaboration] that will differ from [those of] earlier contracts [with
less collaboration].” This manager noted the many circumstances,
beyond the influence of the operator or the PTA, affecting outcomes:
“So, when talking about successful collaboration, it instead refers to a
feeling of very good cooperation, not necessarily visible in ridership or
cost outcomes. I do not want to belittle the positive effects of collabo-
ration—a positive mindset makes it easier to work together.”

The collaborative aspect appears to have been seen as inevitable
given the contractual relationship between the PTA and the operator.
Most of the managers’ reflections concerned the appropriate distribution
of responsibilities. The interviewed lower level PTA managers were
generally positive about the attained results and collaboration. They
expressed confidence in the procurement model and the competence of
operators. Procuring managers expressed belief that the operators have
sufficient or superior competence to plan public transport.

At the same time, PTA managers emphasized that the ultimate re-
sponsibility and decision-making regarding what public transport
should be provided (and funded publicly) cannot be handed over to
operators. Over the last decade, both the PTA and operator managers
described the delegation and then reclaiming of management re-
sponsibility. It started with the PTA delegating the responsibility for
planning to the operators. At Vasttrafik, this shift involved reducing the
supply-planning staff at the PTA and increasing the corresponding
function at the operators.

Over time, however, some PTA managers perceived gaps in the co-
ordination between the supply proposed by operators, oversupply ten-
dencies manifested in low occupancy rates, and a general need to weigh
overarching considerations associated with congestion and accessibility
in the streets.

Another PTA manager recalled that “to begin with it was easier” to
find useful proposals, but “The proposals were not coordinated. We
tended to accept them anyway and they often led to desired results. After
a while, we felt we had lost control over costs and travel”. This led PTAs
to reclaim control by clarifying guidelines for supply planning and by
adding further considerations, which avoided having to redo the coor-
dination afterwards. The manager continued: “We started working hard
at steering better” and “we became better”; “in 2017 we seriously started
to coordinate the proposals.” This manager also argued that better
communication of desired outcomes has made operators better at
anticipating changes desired by the PTAs. Another PTA manager also
stated that monitoring has increasingly developed towards stricter goals
and more indicators.

The clarified guidelines, PTA managers told us, were associated with
increased efforts by the PTAs and operators to analyze occupancy and
with the need to adjust the supply plans. This reversal of delegation
entailed the resumption of planning activity by the PTAs. Unfortunately
for research, the data and analyses underlying these decisions appear to
be only partially publicly available. Underlying these adjustments were
the ongoing changes in population and employment and corresponding
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changes in demand for public transport that eventually made all as-
sessments of appropriate levels of supply obsolete and in need of
adjustment.

The way managers talked about this delegation and then reclaiming
of responsibilities was couched in language preserving a high degree of
confidence in the basic model of delegating planning to operators. An
alternative interpretation of the reported relationships, also compatible
with what managers told us, is that individual PTA employees realize
that the client role also needs to adapt to changing circumstances and
find appropriate measures to prevent undesired outcomes.

The rescinded delegation of responsibilities was vividly described by
a manager of an operator for Vasttrafik: “In 2015, Vasttrafik eliminated
the function of timetable planners and renamed them traffic co-
ordinators, thereby ridding themselves of the capacity to plan the sup-
ply. From that point in time, it was up to the operators to plan the
supply. We did this while still looking out for what would benefit our
own interests. This implied trust in our competence and willingness to
plan in their interests. We shouldered this responsibility, and it was
good. But then suddenly it came to a halt, because our horizon was
limited to our contract [period]. Therefore, suddenly, Vasttrafik started
revising our proposals. They saw a need to coordinate supply between
contract areas and between the short and long terms. Therefore, they
took back some of the planning initiatives.” Recently, a yearly planning
process was initiated by Vasttrafik, giving the operator directives. One of
the important documents translating goals and guidelines into actions
was the business development plan.

A manager in Skéne emphasized that the PTA has tasks that cannot
be delegated, such as setting limits on how resources should be allocated
between different traffic tasks. This was deemed compatible with the
claims that “operators are better at optimizing the deployment of fleet
and drivers and timetables,” that such skills should be harnessed for the
good of the authority, and that the authority “should aim at shifting
more responsibility to operators.”

This manager conceded that, while operators were eager to expand
supply when ridership increased and increased profits were in sight,
they were not so motivated to suggest reducing supply (and associated
revenues) when demand was low or declining. This forced the PTA to
challenge the operators to better use capacity in such circumstances,
meaning that the PTA was not fully relieved of the task of discerning
demand.

5.2. The substance of collaboration

Officials reported different kinds of qualifications for these contract
adjustments. In the Hisingen contract, the qualifications mostly con-
cerned problems with congestion in streets and at terminals. In the
Malmo-Lund contract, they mostly concerned service demands from the
suburban municipalities that the lines bypassed.

The follow-ups concerned the degrees to which the operator deliv-
ered according to the contract and to which the bonuses and penalties
were correct. A manager stated that “using only penalties does not solve
problems; dialogue is needed to understand why problems arise.” There
appear to be examples of analyses using multiple performance in-
dicators. Neither documents nor any spreadsheets or other calculations
were spontaneously presented in the interviews with PTA managers; the
exceptions were pre-studies from Skane and material presented by an
operator manager in Vastra Gotaland.

At project outset, we expected the improvement of infrastructure in
order to increase accessibility (i.e., bus speeds) to be an important
collaboration task. In the Hisingen contract, which covers lines
traversing central Gothenburg, which has considerable congestion
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problems both in streets and at terminals, congestion has been an
important issue. In fact, a recent report (Nobina, 2019) indicated that
Gothenburg was the Swedish city where timetable run times had
increased the most over the previous six years; in Skéne, this increase
was modest.* Both the PTAs and their respective contract managers
maintained that the work on bus accessibility was an important part of
the collaboration. On closer examination, the distinction between tem-
porary disturbances of accessibility (e.g., building sites encroaching on
streets) and long-term deterioration (e.g., caused by population or traffic
growth) was argued to be important. The temporary disturbances could
often be reduced by various measures taken by the street authorities,
while the longer-term deterioration requires policy instruments such as
modifying streets to accommodate more public transport or improving
bus stops, congestion charges or parking regulations (Asplund and
Pyddoke, 2021).

It appears as though the short-term disturbances attracted consid-
erable attention, whereas the longer-term issues attracted less.
Furthermore, addressing the longer-term issues appears to yield results
only slowly and incrementally. There appears to be a lack of awareness
that such changes require considerable efforts and spending by the cit-
ies, while most of the benefits are reaped by the passengers, operators,
and PTAs. We return to this issue when analyzing cost increases in
section 6.

6. Description of data

This section presents data on outcomes from the two regions (Vastra
Gotaland and Skéne) and two contracts (Hisingen in Vastra Gotaland
and Malm6-Lund in Skéne). First, we present the outcomes from the
aggregate bus service in the two studied regions, then we present
aggregate data from the individual contracts. While the data from these
contracts was shared with us, much more data are shared by PTA and
individual operators. These data are, in general, not public.

6.1. Total supply in Vastra Gotaland and Skdne

For Vasttrafik, we have data on aggregate bus services from 2012 to
2019, but here we focus on the 2015-2019 period.

From 2015 to 2019, the number of boardings (Fig. 2) of all of
Vasttrafik’s buses increased by 28%. Over the same period, costs
increased by 21%, corresponding to 4.9% per year. These numbers are
not comparable to those from Hisingen, as the aggregate numbers for the
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Fig. 2. The aggregate development of key performance indicator (KPI) indexes
for Vasttrafik’s bus services. Source: Vasttrafik.

4 In Gothenburg timetable times increased by almost 10 percent between
2013 and 2019, while the same times in Skane are indicated so have increased
by about 3 percent (Nobina, 2019).
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region included unknown overestimations of ridership growth due to
earlier underestimations of ridership. We have not been able to correct
for these mis-estimations. For aggregate bus ridership in Skane, we use
aggregate data from Skénetrafiken on bus services from 2014 to 2018,
focusing on the 2015-2018 period.

For Skéne, Fig. 3 shows that ridership increased modestly by 4%
from 2015 to 2018, while customer satisfaction appears to have stag-
nated. Total costs increased by 15% and average cost by 4.8% per year.
Part of this cost increase was due to a 4% increase in the production of
bus kilometers. According to Nobina (2019), the average annual growth
in timetable time per bus line was 3.3% in Skane’s cities and 3.1% in
rural areas between 2013 and 2019.

It is clear from these observations that costs for bus transport have
increased rapidly in both regions. In Vastra Gotaland this increase is
associated with similarly rapid growth of demand for bus transport,
while the demand growth in Skéne is more modest. Unfortunately, we
have found little in terms of analyses of the causes of these increased
costs. It is likely that they come from all three of increased input prices,
increased procurement payments and increased supply (in Vastra
Gotaland). These cost increases are borne about equally by passengers
and taxpayers in the regions.

6.2. Hisingen and Malmo-Lund contracts

6.2.1. Hisingen contract

Turning to the Hisingen contract, data from 2015 to 2019 are used.
The central data series are indexed against the January 2015 values,
except for punctuality, which starts in January 2016 and is presented in
Fig. 4.

The central observation is that ridership (boardings) growth took off
in 2016, increasing by 13% from 2015 to 2019 and corresponding to an
average yearly growth of about 3.1%. This can be considered a desirable
outcome by the region, although it was below the average growth for
Vasttrafik, as explained above. Most of this passenger growth was
attributable to a few heavily used lines passing through the city of
Gothenburg. Over the same period, supply measured as production of
bus kilometers increased by 6%, or 1.4% per year.

Unfortunately, costs increased even faster. From 2015 to 2019 costs
increased by about 27% (6.2% per year). Punctuality, which has been
shown to strongly influence customer satisfaction, stagnated. Customer
satisfaction also appears to have stagnated, although we only have data
from 2016 and onwards (see Fig. 4). None of the developments display a
trend with a coefficient statistically different from zero.

The observation of strongly increasing costs prompted closer in-
spection of how street congestion might have affected driving times and
therefore the timetables of the contract. This contract operates some of
the busiest bus lines in Gothenburg, running through the center of the
city. In the city center, increasing building activities have slowed traffic
and buses and forced Vasttrafik to increase scheduled times. This in turn
requires higher frequencies, as slower buses cannot transport as many
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Fig. 3. The aggregate development of KPI indexes for Skénetrafiken’s bus
services. Source: Skanetrafiken.
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Fig. 4. The development of outcomes for the Hisingen contract, 2015-2019.
Source: Vasttrafik.

passengers per hour as can buses travelling unimpeded by congestion.
Management told us that deteriorating bus speeds could explain a large
part of the cost increases.

The deterioration of speed requires more buses, increasing produc-
tion by 6% over the same period. The Nobina (2019) report calculated
increases in scheduled times in Sweden from 2013 to 2019, indicating
that bus travel times in Gothenburg had increased by about 10%. Data
received by Vasttrafik from the Hisingen contract indicated an 11%
increase in bus hours over the same period. Combining this with a rule of
thumb from Urbanet Analyse (2017, p. 147), i.e., that total costs in-
crease equally with bus hours, suggests that about 10 percentage points
of the cost increase could be explained by slower bus movements. An
additional 13 percentage points of the cost increase could be explained
by increasing ridership incentive payments. Finally, remaining parts of
the cost increase could be explained by increasing payments for bus use,
as the PTA allowed the operator to charge for more bus use. The number
of buses in use increased from 131 in 2015 to 156 in 2019, an increase of
close to 20%; the corresponding cost increase is unknown to us. These
numbers suggest that most of the cost increase can be attributed to these
factors.

Concerning customer satisfaction (Fig. 4), Vasttrafik management
stated that the initial customer satisfaction exceeded target levels and
continued to do so, and has therefore not been subject to improvement
measures.

We conclude that the Hisingen contract was successful in increasing
ridership, but that this was accompanied by costs that increased by more
than double the rate at which demand increased. Most of this cost in-
crease appears to have been due to reduced bus speeds caused by traffic
congestion, requiring an increased bus fleet and more bus hours to
transport passengers. Some of the cost increase was also due to incentive
payments for increased passenger demand.

6.2.2. The Malmo-Lund contract

For the Malmo-Lund contract, the aggregate development is pre-
sented in Fig. 5.

Note that the differences between the outcomes for the Malmo-Lund
contract and the aggregate outcomes for bus services in Skane were
quite large for some variables. For the Malmo-Lund contract, ridership
increased by 19% from 2015 to 2018 (vs. 4% for Skane), or 4.4% per
year. As in the case of the aggregate outcomes for Skane, the customer
satisfaction indicator changed little and costs increased by about 2% (vs.
15% for Skéne).

7. Discussion and conclusion

This paper examines how collaborative contracts have managed
public transport to achieve goals and whether new, later collaborative
contracts can be shown to be superior to previous contracts in terms of
the outcomes for central goal variables. The central hypothesis is that
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Fig. 5. The development of outcomes for the Malmo-Lund contract,
2015-2019. Source: Skénetrafiken.

later collaborative contracts delivered higher goal achievement than did
earlier, less collaborative contracts. We find that management is guided
by an approach that apparently assumes that collaboration means
delegating more planning responsibility to operators, trusting that their
abilities will lead to higher levels of goal achievement. These tasks
mostly concern timetable adjustments initially made by the PTAs. PTA
employees are not directly engaged in the operation. They do however
collect information on the performance of the operators and consider
proposals for changes in supply.

Ideally this delegation could free up resources used by the PTA for
planning while increasing the resources needed by the operator to a
lesser extent. This shift in responsibility could entail both gains and
losses. The potential advantages would be synergies for the operators
between timetable planning and the deployment of drivers and vehicles
leading to lower costs, provided that the PTA can steer correctly. The
potential disadvantages could be that the loss of planning competence at
the PTA would permit less goal achievement and increase costs for the
public, accompanied by a lack of analytical capacity to detect this (as
suggested in section 2, the literature review; see, e.g., Resh, 2019).

When planning shifted to operators, simultaneous emphases on
ridership growth and efficiency motivated operators to suggest capacity
moves from lower-to higher-demand services. In contracts covering
geographically large areas, capacity transfers may be easier to find, than
in areas with mainly low demand lines. Unless demographic structure
changes rapidly such transfers of capacity can become increasingly hard
to identify. PTAs later found that operators seldom spontaneously sug-
gested decreasing supply when demand declined, and that coordination
problems between contracts were not automatically solved. This has led
PTAs to reclaim responsibility for these aspects of analysis and planning
by issuing extended guidelines. This indicates that the initially simplistic
view of the potential for collaboration by delegation to operators did not
appear to have held.

Population growth and demand growth for reasons other than
increased supply may call for increased capacity and possibly more tax
funding. The desired levels of supply and ridership are largely a political
issue, but one that can be guided by modeling, as suggested here.

The description of outcome data indicates that ridership increased
more in Véastra Gotaland than in Skéne and substantially in both studied
contracts. While ridership increases are assessed to be likely in some
contracts, a previous study (Vigren & Pyddoke, 2020) analyzing con-
tracts in Skéne could not prove that the new contracts on average
increased ridership more or that such increases had not occurred pre-
viously without the new forms of collaboration. The evidence that
collaboration on average contributes to increased ridership therefore
appears weak; however, this does not exclude the possibility that crea-
tive collaborative discussions might have found instances in which
ridership could be increased at low cost.

In Vastra Gotaland, customer satisfaction levels were initially high
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and mostly above the set goal level, and the same appears to have been
true in Skane. Customer satisfaction has stagnated in both regions and
both contracts. Not prioritizing further increases in customer satisfac-
tion may be rational given the attained set goal levels. Costs increased
rapidly in both Vastra Gotaland and Skéne, and in the Hisingen contract.
PTA managers stated that, during these contracts, politicians became
aware of rapidly increasing costs and expressed a wish to put a brake on
them. This appears to have led to modest growth of supply kilometers in
both contracts and regions during the studied period. We have no
econometric evidence for changing levels of cost-efficiency. What we
can show is that costs have increased faster than ridership in Vastra
Gotaland and Skéne in the aggregate, and this can be an indication of
decreasing cost-efficiency. This and earlier studies suggest that the cost
increases are partly due to factors that are hard for operators to address
or beyond their influence. In the case of the Hisingen contract, the large
cost increases appear to be at least partly attributable to the decreased
accessibility of buses in streets.

This study does not provide conclusive evidence that the collabora-
tive management approach can improve goal achievement. It does,
however, suggest that simplistic descriptions of collaboration may not
be sufficient for high levels of goal achievement. Future studies of the
effects of this management method on costs and efficiency could benefit
from the use of more resolved cost and ridership data from several
contracts when analyzing effects. Currently data is shared between PTA
and individual operators and otherwise surrounded with much secrecy
and neither politicians nor PTA management do seem to be concerned
with improving transparency or auditing.
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