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Between 1988 and 1990 a major U.K. study investigated the 
de~ision-making processes in three voluntary nonprofit organi
zations operating specialized transportation services. The results 
of the work, in collaboration with a wide range of organizations, 
funding agencies, and .advisory bodies, suggest that the manage
ment of these organizations is in a period of transition. Each of 
the three case studies favored growth-oriented strategies. How
ever, the organizations were often constrained by external fac
tors-notably, their dependence on other bodies for financial 
resources. To survive as well as grow, community transportation 
organizations are moving from their traditional voluntary roots 
toward a more professional approach to providing services. The 
main findings of the research are presented, and directions for 
organizing and managing specialized transportation in the United 
Kingdom are outlined. 

The 1980s witnessed a tremendous growth in the number and 
variety of specialized and nonconventional passenger trans
portation services in the United Kingdom. Voluntary orga
nizations provided most of these services, although statutory 
providers of conventional transportation services have be
come more active in this area. A common trait of these or
ganizations was a concern for the mobility and accessibility 
needs of those with mobility impairments and other trans
portation disadvantages. Bell has defined such services as 
being "socially provided organized vehicular services under 
the auspices of a voluntary organization, offering limited 
transportation services for disadvantaged groups in a defined 
geographic region" (J). In the United Kingdom, voluntary 
transportation service providers are known as community 
transportation (CT) organizations. 

This paper focuses on strategic management in specialized 
transportation: the strategies of individual organizations to 
provide effective specialized transportation services. 

METHODS 

A comparative case study methodology was adopted, and an 
"expert choice" sample was used to select three CT organi
zations. The three CTs were well established; they operated 
services in the northeast, the Midlands, and London. They 
are referred to by the pseudonyms of Metro, Provincial, and 
Capital. Data collected included documentary evidence (such 
as annual reports and minutes of meetings), notes of work
place observation, and semistructured interviews with key 
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part1c1pants (including both the coordinator of the organi
zation and the chair of its management committee). Data 
analysis was informed by grounded theory, an approach that 
facilitated the discovery of theory from data rather than one 
that proceeded on the basis of hypothesis testing (2). 

By using replication logic, the importance of four theoret
ical concepts was recognized: strategy, leadership, organiza
tional culture, and resource dependence. Some of the findings 
have been reported in other publications (3). Although the 
intention was not to track the three organizations, 2 years 
after leaving the field all three coordinators were interviewed 
again. 

At the time of fieldwork, Metro operated dial-a-ride, com
munity group hire, furniture recycling, and vehicle mainte
nance services; Provincial operated dial-a-ride and community 
group hire; and Capital operated a voluntary car service and 
community group hire. Capital was also developing a service 
of safe transportation for women, applying the concept of 
brokerage to its group hire and publishing a driver training 
manual for CT projects throughout the United Kingdom. 

Funding for the organizations came primarily from statu
tory bodies, including district councils, county councils, and 
passenger transportation authorities (PT As). At Provincial 
and Metro, dial-a-ride was funded by the county council and 
PT A, respectively, whereas group hire was funded by their 
respective district councils. All external funding for Capital 
came from the local district council. A coordinator oversaw 
the operation of each CT. Policy was determined by a 
management committee consisting of individual users, 
representatives of user groups, and officials from the funding 
bodies. 

FINDINGS 

The four aspects of organizational functioning were identified 
as contributing significantly to the nature and quality of the 
provision of specialized transportation services. Together they 
affect the decision-making processes that surround CT pro
vision; that is, they illuminate differences, both for policy and 
for practice, in the interorganizational network ( 4). Current 
issues within the voluntary transportation sector center on 
two basic but linked questions: How should specialized trans
portation be provided, and by whom? 

Each of the CT organizations embarked on strategies in
tending to provide a range of services for individuals and 
community groups. These included dial-a-ride, dial-a-bus, 
voluntary car schemes, safe transportation for women, tra-
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ditional community group hire, and related services such as 
the provision of low-cost furniture for individuals and families 
with low incomes. The ability to accomplish these goals, how
ever, became circumscribed by the multiorganizational con
text-more specifically, politicized environments, high levels 
of external control, and low levels of trust within the orga
nization and in the relationships with other agencies con
cerned with service provision, particularly statutory funding 
bodies. 

Strategy 

Each of the CT organizations had clear ideas about where it 
wished to be in the longer term and the objectives it needed 
to achieve in the shorter term. We viewed strategy as a process 
(5), but one that took into account the context in which that 
strategy was developed (6). Formulating the content of any 
strategy in an organization often entails managing both its 
context and its process. According to such a view, organi
zations set out with strategic intentions. Some of those inten
tions fall by the wayside; in some cases they are replaced by 
new or emergent strategies. Thus, the strategy that materi
alizes is not necessarily the strategy that the organization had 
intended. The realized strategy would also provide insights 
into the organization's success in managing both the environ
ment and strategy processes. 

Each of the three case studies was committed to expanding, 
in terms of staffing as well as operations. Each organization 
had been operating specialized transportation services since 
the early 1980s. Growth was to be overarching. Both group 
hire and dial-a-ride services were to be expanded, and new 
initiatives were to be considered and developed. The expan
sionist philosophy of the three case studies can be summarized 
by Capital's own view of its aims and objectives: its long-term 
aims were "the creation of a fully accessible public transpor
tation of which CT was a .part in terms of its role in group 
activity and community development." Capital's short- and 
medium-term objectives were to "substantially extend the 
activities of Capital to provide models which transportation 
operators could pick up." This development work would be 
set in the context of continuing "to provide a good service to 
groups and individuals with the vehicles that we currently 
have, to promote good standards of practice in the sector and 
prov_ide good levels of training to empower groups to organize 
their own transport facilities." 

By the time we entered the field, Capital had already begun 
an ambitious program of expansion. Its coordinator described 
it like this: 

If you look at what [Capital] is doing, it has a superb track record 
over the last two years in that it's growing dramatically, it's far 
more efficient than it was, it's got a whole range of new ideas, 
it's consulted widely, its role in terms of a whole range of council 
committees is much greater. 

However, he recognized the fragility of many organizations 
in the voluntary transportation sector, including Capital: "It 
only takes one or two people to say we are never involved to 
feel the whole thrust of the project is in the wrong direction." 

Provincial was a hybrid of two voluntary transportation 
projects that had operated separately since the early 1980s. 
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The chair during 1988-1990 suggested that since the amal
gamation of the city's group hire and dial-a-ride organizations 
in the mid-1980s, the "organization had lacked leadership ... 
it had been drifting. It needed taking in hand and producing 
a strategy for its development and growth." He added that 
the organization had tried to "overcome its complacency by 
getting people to think about the future and think about ex
panding the organization." By the time the chair left the 
organization, the group's lobbying had improved, but en
hanced status through more appropriate and well-funded 
premises was still far off. Achieving an effective user
controlled management committee also proved difficult; 
this objective was to prove equally difficult at Metro and 
Capital. 

Within Capital the coordinator and management committee 
agreed, as part of its strategy, to subsidize core activities by 
commercial ventures. The coordinator helped set up a limited 
liability company with a remit of becoming more involved in 
providing local authority transportation, particularly for social 
services and education. Second, Capital joined with the local 
authority and a private developer to discuss providing trans
portation for mobility-handicapped persons to a proposed 
retail complex. 

At Metro there was very little evidence of consensus on 
strategy. Clearly, the organization wished to expand each of 
its three major activities: dial-a-ride, group hire, and furniture 
service. Metro was interested in computerizing dial-a-ride and 
in considering the brokerage concept for group hire. The 
management committee spent much time arguing about the 
dial..:a-ride service and the organization's capacity for con
trolling its rapid growth. There was a consensus among the 
committee that Metro was unable to cope, that it had become 
overwhelmed by dial-a-ride. Metro-to a much greater extent 
than Provincial and in contrast to Capital-was tied to the 
national government's temporary employment scheme (the 
Community Program) for funding many of its staff, and thus 
it was tied to the complexities that came with it. Clearly, 
voluntary organizations need to fight for their survival in 
the wake of increasing competition for funding. Internal 
wrangling and personality differences exacerbated Metro's 
problems. 

In each case, expansion could be sustained only if funding 
was available to support additional staff and resources. All 
three organizations were dependent on resources from fund
ing agencies. Realizing an expansionist strategy, therefore, 
hinged on long-term financial security. 

Managing Dependency 

Managing the resource dependency was crucial to Metro, Pro
vincial, and Capital. The influx of money was their lifeblood. 
Although they managed to generate small amounts of income, 
it was insufficient to offset revenue costs for premises, staff, 
and general expenses. It was essential that the CT organi
zation cultivate and maintain a working relationship with.the 
funding body. This dependence relationship clearly affected 
the ability of the CT organizations to accomplish their in
tended strategies. This not-altogether-satisfactory position is 
summarized by Wilson and Butler: 
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In particular, [voluntary] strategy is constrained when money 
received from state agencies which, justifiably from their per
spective, wish to see their financial support utilized in a manner 
congruent with their interests and which do not always coincide 
with the preferences of the voluntary organization. (7) 

This relationship became more complex when there was more 
than one funding body and the funding bodies themselves 
differed on policy. This was evident at Metro and Provincial. 
In other publications we have argued that the context or en
vironment within which the CT organizations operated was 
so overwhelming that it neutralized their internal strengths, 
which often included leadership skills of the coordinator and 
strong internal cultures (3). 

We have also argued that the Metro coordinator showed 
clear leadership skills but that he was frustrated by a hostile 
environment and strong external control over the operational 
capabilities of his organization. This became apparent in 1988 
when the PT A through its executive arm, the Passenger 
Transport Executive (PTE), began a wide-ranging policy re
view into the provision of special needs transportation service. 
Once its intentions were made clear, it became very difficult 
for Metro to respond, other than to instigate a vigorous lob
bying campaign. The process revealed the workings of the 
interorganizational network within which the central orga
nization has power over peripheral organizations. Benson ar
gues that a mechanism by which a stronger organization may 
exert influence over a weaker one is by setting criteria that 
ensure poor performance in the weaker ( 4). In May 1989 a 
proposal to put dial-a-ride out to tender was agreed. Control 
over the policy, organization, and resourcing would lie with 
the PTE, not with Metro. For Metro, this meant the per
manent loss of dial-a-ride. However, the loss allowed Metro 
to return to its community roots and concentrate on other 
services. Metro's coordinator expressed a sense of relief, hav
ing believed that the management committee had become 
preoccupied with dial-a-ride to the detriment of its other 
services. 

At Provincial, the need to work effectively in a multior
ganizational context was also important. With the benefit of 
hindsight, the control mechanisms exerted by its two funding 
agencies were evident, but not as rigid as those in the Metro 
situation. At the time of our research, Provincial's funding 
came from two sources: the district council and the county 
council. The former funded group hire; the latter, dial-a-ride. 
This situation exists today and is largely due to efforts to 
achieve main program funding. As with Metro, some of Pro
vincial's staff were funded through the Community Program. 
A management committee member summed up Provincial's 
strategy as this: "to make itself indispensable before [the 
Community Program moneys ended] so one of the authorities 
would be required to take us on board." Although a good 
relationship existed with the district council, it was to the 
county council that Provincial looked for more permanent 
funding, because the county council provided the resources 
for nonconventional public transportation. 

Problems arose when the county council became more in
terested in providing specialized transportation services 
throughout its area and finding out whether some services 
could be provided in-house. Provincial lobbied for its very 
survival and achieved further funding, but it was still tem_
porary in nature. 
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Elsewhere, Metro was not so fortunate. The PTE came to 
recognize the need for a new package of specialized trans
portation measures. The PTA vice-chair commented at the 
time, "I think there is a need to control dial-a-ride. I think 
they [Metro] have worked under their own steam for a long 
time ... and we started looking at the options of how best to 
operate special needs transportation and [Metro's] carrying 
on was dismissed as an option." She added, "We see [dial-a
ride] as securing a service for a group of people who would 
have special needs, the same as we would look at securing a 
service where a gap had been left in the market by a com
mercial operator for people on a housing estate." Hatten has 
argued that the dominance of one or another funding source 
can change the character of the recipient institution (8). 

Capital's coordinator stated that careful consideration must 
be ·given as to how and by whom specialized transportation 
services should be provided: "Of course people with disabil
ities know their needs best, but they don't always know how 
best to meet those needs." Implicit in his response was that 
CT organizations are more attuned to the _needs of mobility
handicapped persons. This view was given added weight by 
Metro's coordinator. In the 1992 interview, he reflected upon 
the loss of dial-a-ride: 

I don't think the PTE understood the voluntary sector or vol
untary organizations. They were much more comfortable work
ing with their commercial friends. And I think also, having lost 
control of the buses [a reference to the 1985 Transport Act that 
divested the PTE of its powers to run bus services], they wanted 
to get back some form of control ... of some type of bus service. 

We referred earlier to the effect of a coordinator's lead
ership orientation in mitigating the effects of a hostile inter
organizational network. We argued that at Metro the envi
ronment was so hostile (and this was coupled with a lack of 
support from within) that leadership was constrained and ren
dered largely ineffective. At Capital, the coordinator exhib
ited leadership later characterized as being of a transforma
tional style (9,10). However, this leadership was made all the 
more effective by a supportive relationship with the district 
council. More specifically, a contact was established with a 
principal officer of the council who attended and contributed 
to policy discussions within Capital. He provided "visionary 
support" to the coordinator. The two organizations and its 
individuals collabor~ted over Capital's involvement in the 
wider transportation environment, for example, education 
transportation. The funding body officer highlighted this 
only too well: 

When we first learnt that ILEA would be disbanded [a reference 
to the abolition of the Inner London Education Authority and 
the transfer of education back to individual London boroughs], 
over a lunchtime meeting in a bar here at [council offices], [he] 
and I were talking about and [he] said "I think we ought to see 
about getting involved." Those weren't his exact words, and a 
great deal more was said. 

The coordinator himself summed up the relationship as being 
a mixture of a CT with a bit of vision and a council officer 
with a bit of commitment. 

Leat has suggested that grant aid provision creates de
pendence on- both sides: the voluntary organization is de
pendent on the grant to provide the services on which the 
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authority depends (11). This is evident at Capital, but not at 
Metro. At Provincial, the county council regarded CT as a 
satellite organization responsible for delivering a major part 
of the local authority's policy obligations. However, the local 
authority regarded Provincial as essentially a meritorious vol
untary sector initiative (although it had been operating for 9 
years) that provided key services. Whereas Capital was funded 
appropriately, Provincial was forced to lobby continually for 
resources to carry out the services it had been charged with 
and wished to develop. Provincial is in a more stable position, 
but the relationship with the county council was ably described 
in the second interview with Provincial's coordinator: "I think 
they used to trust us, but we did not trust them. Now I think 
we're beginning to trust them slightly .... [T]hey've still got 
a long way ... to go before they can actually prove themselves 
reliable." 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 

Our research focused on strategic management within spe
cialized transportation provision. The research has shown that 
each CT organization adopted a fundamental strategy based 
on a quest for survival in what was perceived as an increasingly 
hostile and contested operating environment. The need for 
some stability in the funding base was identified as crucial to 
the ability to provide services. All three CT organizations 
embarked on strategies with growth potential. At Capital, 
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external funding problems left the CT with no choice but to 
expand. At Metro, however, the CT was perceived as being 
unable to manage the rapid growth of dial-a-ride. Most sig
nificant, that perception came from within as well as from the 
external bodies. Each CT organization at the time of our 
research was showing signs that it was more professionally 
organized and managed. As for actual service provision, there 
was a degree of convergence between the operations of the 
CT organizations themselves and those of respective local 
public transportation providers. The implication for the CT 
organizations was a movement from traditional voluntaristic 
roots. The shift from traditional roots is shown in Figure 1. 

The voluntarism-professionalism continuum reflects the 
pressures for change noted earlier. It represents the oppor
tunities open to each CT organization in the way in which it 
delivers transportation services. The community orientation
entrepreneurial orientation continuum reflects a CT organi
zation's strategy for survival. For example, at the start of our 
research, all three CT organizations were situated in the 
voluntarism/community-orientation quadrant. By the end of 
1990, each had move (albeit at a different pace) toward the 
professionalism/~ntrepreneurial-orientation quadrant. 

Our research has shown, however, that CT organizations 
can embrace either greater professionalism or entrepreneur
ship without sacrificing their traditional voluntaristic roots. 
For example, they can move toward the community-professional 
type of service provider, reflecting the kind of social service 
organization favored in Sweden. They can also move to the 

'\.. Reflects the 
" orientational change 

over the 1988-1990 
period 

Community 
Orientation 

Voluntary Sector 
Organizations 

Social Service 
Organizations 

Voluntarism --------------------Professionalism 

Not-for-Profit 
Organizations 

FIGURE 1 Cultural orientation. 

Entrepreneurial 
Orientation 

Private For-Profit 
Organizations 
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voluntary-entrepreneurial type of service provider more typ
ical in North America. However, the ability to move in one 
of these two directions, or to stand still, is limited by the 
multiorganizational context within which each CT must 
function. 

Thµs, it appears that the -CT sector has reached a cross
roads. Should it look to the Swedish model, which both 
provides specialized transportation and actively promotes 
measures to enhance accessibility to conventional public 
transportation? Should it encourage individual CT organi
zations to build on innovations such as the development of 
semifixed routes and expansion into social services, educa
tion, and health-related transportation? Some CT organiza
tions would be content with small-scale community devel
opment activity. They would be seen as having served their 
role as transitional agents in reorganizing conventional public 
transportation as it affects mobility-handicapped persons. This 
however, would deny CT organizations growth opportunities, 
especially for those operating in urban areas. It would thus 
affect the growth of the CT sector. Standing still is therefore 
not an option; our evidence suggests a shift toward a voluntary
entrepreneurial orientation as a way of moving forward. 

At the time we left the field, Metro's intended strategy was 
far from realized. In fact, the organization ceased to exist by 
the end of 1991. A specifically targeted furniture service and 
a skeleton group hire service are currently being provided by 
other voluntary organizations. Provincial has achieved a de
gree of stability, both within the organization and in its re
lationship with its funding bodies. In this sense it could be 
argued that Provincial has realized its intended strategy. Cap
ital continues to grow, its relationship with the local authority 
as healthy as ever. It is clear that CT organizations have 
developed the professional expertise to provide specialized 
transportation services; many funding bodies have conceded 
this. Yet the increasingly competitive resourcing environment 

41 

continues to constrain them in their capacity for growth and 
development. 
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