
Journal of Rehabilitation Research and Development 
Vol. 40, No. 4, July/August 2003
Pages 309–320
Appropriate protection for wheelchair riders on public transit buses

Greg Shaw, PhD; Timothy Gillispie, BA
Department of Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering, Center for Applied Biomechanics, University of Virginia, 
Charlottesville, VA

Abstract—Securement of wheelchairs and occupant restraint
for wheelchair riders on buses is one of the most difficult prob-
lems facing transit providers. The primary findings of this litera-
ture review show that (1) very little information has been
published regarding transit bus safety and crash environment;
(2) the focus of most reported wheelchair incidents involved
noncollision events, in which inappropriate wheelchair secure-
ment or rider restraint resulted in minor injuries; and (3) studies
spanning 30 years indicate that the large transit bus is an exceed-
ingly safe form of transportation, so that wheelchair riders do
not face undo risk of injury in this transportation environment.
Further study is required to characterize the rare-occurring
severe transit bus crashes. The resulting information is needed to
establish an appropriate level of crash protection so that the next
generation of U.S. wheelchair securement and occupant restraint
systems not only are reasonably safe but also are easy to use and
acceptable to wheelchair riders and transit bus operators.

Key words: transit bus, transport safety, wheelchair rider,
wheelchair tie-downs.

INTRODUCTION

Offering a safe mode of travel for wheelchair riders
is one of the most challenging tasks facing providers who
operate large transit “city” buses [1]. Existing strap-type
wheelchair tie-down (securement) and occupant restraint
systems (WTORS) that comply with U.S. Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) present problems for both
wheelchair riders and transit properties [2]. These
requirements include—
• Wheelchair Securement.

– Minimum securement system restraint force capa-
bility in a frontal crash.

– 17,800 N (buses over 13,600 kg)—This classifica-
tion includes large transit buses, which are the focus
of this study.

– 22,200 N (buses up to 13,600 kg).
• Occupant Restraint: Seat belt and shoulder harness

complying with applicable Federal Motor Vehicle
Safety Standard (FMVSS) (49 Code of Federal Regu-
lations part 571).

Abbreviations: ADA = Americans with Disabilities Act,
CUTA = Canadian Urban Transit Administration, FMVSS =
Federal Motor Vehicle Safety Standard, MAIS = Maximum
Abbreviated Injury Scale, NEISS = National Electronic Sur-
veillance System, NTSB = National Transportation Safety
Board, RESNA = Rehabilitation Engineering and Assistive
Technology Society of North America, SAMIS = Safety Man-
agement Information Statistics, TCRP = Transit Cooperative
Research Program, UK = United Kingdom, UMTA = Urban
Mass Transit Administration, WTORS = wheelchair tie-down
and occupant restraint systems.
This material was based on work supported by the U.S.
Department of Education, National Institute of Disability
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Engineering Research Center on Wheelchair Transporta-
tion Safety.
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Many wheelchair riders object to bus drivers invading
their personal space when attaching the straps to the four
corners of the wheelchair. Drivers complain of difficulty
in attaching the straps to the myriad of wheelchair types
and have sustained injuries as a result of their struggles to
properly use the systems. Some transit providers report
that strap-type systems cause substantial delays [1,3]. A
study conducted by the Canadian Urban Transit Associa-
tion concluded that the ADA compliant four-point strap
securement systems is “not always used in practice” and
that the “requirement for multiple belts also presents an
ongoing problem for accessible buses” [3].

Alternatives to strap WTORS have not provided a
satisfactory solution. The American National Standards
Institute (ANSI)—Rehabilitation Engineering and Assis-
tive Technology Society of North America (RESNA)
sponsored work on a universal WTORS concept that is
ongoing. However, a pole of transit system representa-
tives suggests that a significant amount of time will be
needed to reach the level of cooperation required
between vehicle and WTORS manufacturers for this
approach to be viable [1]. Despite over a decade of
WTORS development since the ADA regulations, still no
system exits that can satisfy the challenging ADA
demands of the crash protection standard without hinder-
ing the transit process.

The ADA U.S. national standard for WTORS was
developed without adequate information concerning the
risk of wheelchair rider injuries or fatalities and virtually
without information concerning the transit bus crash envi-
ronment. The 1990 ADA (public law 101-336) that
includes specific requirements for U.S. public transit bus
WTORS (see previous list) [2], prescribes strength
requirements for the wheelchair tie-downs that were
derived from 32 km/h, 8 g to 10 g frontal barrier crash
tests performed with large transit buses [4–6]. The barrier
crash velocity was chosen to represent the average travel
speed of a transit bus [7]. Evaluators of a prototype bus
seat considered such a crash to be “very severe” [8]. An
English researcher indicated that a 10 g deceleration level
was inappropriate for full size buses [9]. The ADA occu-
pant restraint requirements were chosen based on a current
FMVSS for passenger cars (48 km/h) and, presumably,
because belt systems were available that complied with
the standard [6]. The FMVSS standards 209 and 210 spec-
ify belt systems capable of providing occupant protection
in a 48 km/h frontal barrier crash that usually produces
peak decelerations of at least 20 g to 30 g.

In 1996, we reviewed the literature and conducted
database searches to determine the crash risk and crash
environment for all vehicles that transport wheelchair
riders so as to determine if the ADA level of crash pro-
tection was appropriate relative to real-world incident
data [10]. We found few studies and limited data collec-
tion programs exist. This finding is due to both a lack of
adequate data collection efforts that identify wheelchair-
seated occupants and to a very low number of miles trav-
eled by wheelchair users relative to general bus riders.
Our 1996 study found few documented cases of injuries
to wheelchair riders aboard buses of any kind. Of the
estimated annual average of 53,000 wheelchair related
injuries in all settings during 1988 to 1996 [11], about
170 (0.3 percent) involved a wheelchair aboard a moving
vehicle. Most of the 1988 to 1996 incidents involved the
rider falling out of the wheelchair or the wheelchair tip-
ping over or moving during vehicle maneuvers. Only
6 percent of the incidents were reported to have involved
a collision. None of the wheelchair riders sustained inju-
ries severe enough to require hospital admission [10]. We
also found that no wheelchair rider injuries in transit bus
crashes were documented and that transit buses were,
along with school buses, the safest form of transportation
for general ridership.

Our current study focuses specifically on wheelchair
rider risk aboard large transit buses and sought informa-
tion to characterize the transit bus crash environment in
terms of severity, principle impact direction, and fre-
quency of occurrence. Study objectives include identify-
ing gaps in the knowledge base and collecting the
required data. If the findings indicate that a lower level of
impact protection is acceptable than that implied by
ADA, then the possibilities for alternative WTORS
would be greatly expanded.

METHODS

Information Sources
We used several search methods, including a critical

review of our existing library of materials that contains
reports on wheelchair securement dating from 1978. We
also conducted on-line searches of U.S. national organiza-
tions charged with enhancing bus safety, such as the
Transportation Research Board and the Federal Transit
Association, to supplement our existing collection of
papers and reports. European sources were also contacted.
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In some cases, we contacted the authors to clarify the find-
ings in the paper or report and contacted researchers and
transit safety program staff members to identify unpub-
lished or in-process works. The search concluded with a
comprehensive key-word search of various reference
information databases, including Ovid, Ingenta, Scirus,
FirstSearch and Web of Science. These searches included
variations of spelling as well as expanded Boolean
searches (see the Appendix that appears in the on-line
version only).

Search Criteria
We searched for all papers and reports describing

transit (fixed route) bus accidents, crashes, and injuries
sustained by occupants. Wheelchair rider incidents were
a priority, but previous experience indicated that few
sources would be found. The scope was therefore
expanded to include all bus occupants. Crash and injury
data for incidents involving all bus riders can be used to
estimate the risk for wheelchair riders. Note that the
actual risk for wheelchair riders is probably greater than
that of the general ridership because wheelchair riders are
often more physically fragile. Quantifying this increased
risk was beyond the scope of this study.

We expected to find more information for general
bus riders’ injuries and crashes because passenger miles
are ridden vastly more by people on vehicle seats or
standing in the aisles than ridden by people seated in
wheelchairs. Because little explicit information exists on
the severity of the crash environment as described by the
level of acceleration and/or deceleration in the passenger
compartment (g-level), we expanded our search to
include elements such as injury severity, collision part-
ner, and bus damage that would allow us to approximate.

Each source was reviewed to determine the informa-
tion elements that include—
• Information needed to estimate the risk of injury faced

by a bus occupant.
– The number of passenger miles during the reporting

period per vehicle type (or other exposure informa-
tion such as number of trips, average trip length,
average number of riders, etc.).

– Estimated injury severity.
• Information needed to estimate the type and severity of

the crash.
– Collision direction(s).
– Estimated bus deceleration and/or acceleration caused

by the impact.

– Bus type.
– Struck/striking other vehicle type.
– Description of struck roadside obstruction, i.e., tele-

phone pole, bridge abutment, etc.
– Estimated bus impact speed and/or other vehicle

impact speed.
– If impact speed not available, bus and/or vehicle

estimated travel speed or type of roadway (i.e., urban
street, highway, etc.)

– Operating environment(s) typically encountered that
may affect crash frequency or severity, such as num-
ber of days of snow and ice.

– Description of damage to bus, other vehicle, road-
side obstruction. Vehicle repair costs if available.

– Description of bus driver and each passenger move-
ment in crash including precrash position.

– If applicable, description of wheelchair, tie-down,
and occupant restraint.

– Estimated injury severity.
– Percent of the injured that was physically fragile,

i.e., “frail elderly female.”
Based on previously identified materials, we did not
expect to find papers or reports that included all the ele-
ments. The search and subsequent analysis excluded
information regarding crash injuries to pedestrians and
occupants of collision partner vehicles.

RESULTS

We found little information that addressed transit bus
safety regarding passengers who ride in wheelchairs.
Although there was more information on transit bus safety
for the general ridership, we found virtually no informa-
tion concerning the crash environment of a real-world tran-
sit bus that could be used to estimate the forces acting on
the wheelchair and its occupant. We found no published
case studies of crash-related fatal injuries to bus passen-
gers either seated in a wheelchair or on a vehicle seat.

The search of databases returned few resources not
previously identified. The majority of the reviewed publi-
cations contained few of the elements listed in the intro-
duction of this paper. Several authors cited deficiencies
in data collection efforts [7,12]. In many cases, the bus
type was not explicitly stated and the information often
included motor coaches, such as over the road (Grey-
hound) buses or smaller paratransit buses. In other cases,
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separating injuries to bus passengers from injuries to
pedestrians and collision partner vehicles was difficult
[7]. Unfortunately, this finding also applied to the Fed-
eral Transit Administration Safety Management Informa-
tion Statistics (SAMIS) database, the only national data
collection effort that tracks U.S. transit bus incidents.

Wheelchair Rider Injury Frequency and Severity
We found no reports of deaths of wheelchair riders

aboard transit buses, although this is not surprising given
the low fatality rate for all passengers and the relatively
low number of passenger miles traveled while seated in a
wheelchair. Dejeammes and Bonicel found little pub-
lished data regarding the risk of crashes and wheelchair
occupant injuries [13]. The data that they did find indi-
cated that injuries and fatalities aboard public transport
vehicles are “extremely rare” and are usually the result of
frontal impacts or abrupt crash—avoidance maneuvers
such as sudden braking. However, a 1986 Urban Mass
Transit Administration (UMTA) (now the Federal Tran-
sit Administration) workshop proceedings reported that
the Southern California Rapid Transit District “has docu-
mented that wheelchair patrons have an accident rate of
over 350 times greater than ambulatory passengers” [6].
Because details were not given regarding resulting inju-
ries or the context in which these accidents occurred, we
assume that they included boarding and both noncollision
and collision events. A more recent study reported that
wheelchair riders account for 3 to 10 percent of passen-
ger incidents [14]. Given the small ratio of wheelchair
riders to the general ridership (estimated to be 0.24 per-
cent or less), this finding suggests that the UMTA report

may not be unreasonable.* Again, no detail was provided
regarding the nature of the incidents.

A National Electronic Surveillance System (NEISS)
database review for the period of 1988 to 1996 identified
only three wheelchair rider injuries that occurred while a
bus was in motion [10]. Richardson conducted an earlier
NEISS study and found similar results [15]. He also identi-
fied three deaths associated with wheelchair riders from
1973 to 1991. However, none of the cases involved a tran-
sit bus. Only one case, in which a van wheelchair rider was
ejected during a sudden stop, included a moving vehicle.

A study similar to the Richardson study reviewed
NEISS data from the 5-year period 1991 to 1995 (Table 1)
[16]. The bus type was not specified and may include
paratransit vehicles, school buses, and transit buses. The
data suggest that an average of three wheelchair riders
were hospitalized annually because of improper, unused,
or nonexistent wheelchair securement in incidents involv-
ing vehicle motion.

A review conducted of the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration (NHTSA) and state and municipal
crash data found “few fatalities . . . with a passenger
seated in a mobility aid (wheelchair)” [7]. Wheelchair
lifts were reported to be a more common cause of wheel-
chair rider injuries aboard paratransit vehicles [10,15]
and aboard transit buses than were incidents caused by
vehicle motion [14].

 *This estimate was calculated with data from Seattle, a city
with a large percentage of wheelchair riders [15].

Table 1.
Estimated U.S. WC-related injuries from 1991 to 1995 [16].

WC-Related Injuries and Deaths Classified by Condition Count % of Total

Number of WC-Related Injuries and Deaths 299,734 100.0
Motor Vehicle-Related WC Injuries and Deaths* 7,121 2.0
Involving Buses† 856 0.29
Involving Buses Because of Improper or No Securement‡ 422 0.14
Seriously Injured 29 0.009
Seriously Injured and Hospitalized§ 17 0.006
*Includes incidents in which the wheelchair rider was struck by a motor vehicle.
†Indicates those cases in which “Motor Vehicle-Related WC Injuries and Deaths” involved a bus. In a similar manner, each subsequent case classification is a subset 

of the preceding one.
‡Assumes percentage of “improper or no securement” for buses was the same for all motor vehicles (vans and buses).
§Assumes ratio of “treated and released” to “hospitalized” for buses was the same for all motor vehicles.
WC = wheelchair
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A Project Action study also reviewed the records of
an urban center’s transit provider and found that 35 of
1.1 million one-way trips included incidents that
included wheelchair riders [7], although none of the inci-
dents was because of a vehicle crash (Table 2). Other
transit providers confirmed that most wheelchair rider
injuries are not due to impacts and that 40 to 58 percent
of injury-causing accidents were due to improper wheel-
chair securement or securement failure. The Project
Action study also includes a review of a transit provider
insurer database that provides incident information from
250 transit agencies over a 20-year period. Most of the
insurance claims were for “low level personal disability
injuries” caused by falls from lifts, riders unattaching
their WTORS, and improper securement.

A 1995 German review of 6 years of wheelchair rid-
ers aboard low-floor buses found there were no problems
during normal bus operation and “not one accident” had
occurred [17]. A German transit system reported no
wheelchair accidents in 10 years of operation with low-
floor buses [18]. Wheelchair securement aboard low-floor
buses in Europe, the United Kingdom (UK), and more
recently Canada consists of backing a rear-facing wheel-
chair against a padded bulkhead and setting the brakes. In
some applications, an aisle-side barrier, such as a stan-
chion or flip-down armrest, is provided. This securement
approach is reported to be preferred by German transit
operators and wheelchair riders [18]. A former Canadian
Urban Transit Administration (CUTA) researcher who
has extensive contacts with transit agencies in Europe, the
UK, and Canada, has not found any reports of accidents
associated with this securement option. *

General Rider Injury Frequency and Severity
As expected, we found much more information regard-

ing general ridership crashes, injuries, and general safety
concerns. Several sources began with unambiguous state-
ments that buses are exceedingly safe [8,19–21]; e.g., “The
urban transit bus is an extremely safe transportation mode
choice. . . .” [8]. Fatality rates for bus passengers, espe-
cially school and transit bus passengers, are many times
lower than for passenger cars and are even lower than that
for trains and planes (see Figure). This finding also applies
to injury, if one were to assume that moderate and severe
injury rates are proportional to fatality rates [10].

Several authors stated [12,20,21], or implied, that the
crash and injury data alone did not justify the reported
research, but they indicated that the research was con-
ducted because of a low public tolerance for injury or
death aboard buses: “While transit bus industry is vastly
safer in comparison to other forms of transportation, for
various reasons, there is no doubt that public transit is
subject to greater scrutiny in the eyes of the public” [21].
A small number of fatal crashes involving school buses
or motor coaches attract media attention which, in turn,
has led to research efforts in the United States, Canada,
and Europe [20].

While there has been public demand and often
begrudging interest in committing research dollars to
school and intercity bus safety, public concern has not
resulted in substantial safety research programs for transit
buses. U.S. and Canadian bus safety programs that were
primarily concerned with passenger safety have largely
ignored transit buses. We found only one brief case report
of an injury-producing transit bus crash: In January 1999,
23 passengers were injured when a New Jersey transit

 *Personal communication with Brendon Hemily, formerly of
CUTA, February 2002.

Table 2.
Wheelchair incidents aboard transit buses [7].

Count  Bus Mode When Incident Occurred
25  Bus turning

4  Sudden stop
4  Normal operation

Count  Result/Cause
14  Improper securement
11  Passenger fell from wheelchair
5  Tie-down failed (“claw” type)
2  Tie-down failed (“strap” type)
3  Wheelchair failed

Figure.
Average fatalities per 100 million passenger miles from 1989 to 1994.
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bus was rear-ended by a tractor-trailer [22]. No studies
were found that critically examined severe transit bus
crashes as has been done by the National Transportation
Safety Board (NTSB) for school and intercity buses [23].
In fact, the NTSB report, titled “Highway Special Investi-
gation Report Bus Crashworthiness Issues,” excluded
transit buses. Conversations with NTSB staff in July
2001 indicated that the agency has no firm plans to inves-
tigate transit bus crashes. Very few Canadian transit bus
accident have been investigated;* it is difficult to uniquely
identify transit buses in provincial crash databases [24].
We did find one UK study that presented an overview of
bus passenger injuries and recommended policy deci-
sions to improve bus safety. The study concluded that
efforts be directed toward reducing the number of injuries
caused by noncollision events [12].

The focus of some transit bus safety efforts has been
cost reduction [25,26]. Transit bus safety programs were
promoted because of the possible net savings to be real-
ized by the transit agencies. A U.S. UMTA study found
that the cost of employee compensation for injuries that
occurred on the job was nearly equal to that of the costs
related to settling claims related to crashes and other bus
incidents [25]. Note that most of the employee compen-
sation claims did not result from drivers involved in bus
collisions and that this analysis combined liability of all
the injured in collisions, including the occupants of the
collision partner vehicle (most commonly a passenger
car) and pedestrians.

Had a substantial number of collisions occurred with
severe passenger injuries, a transit agency’s liability would
have been much higher. A 1996 Transit Cooperative
Research Program (TCRP) study (TCRP A-18) estimated
that each bus incident involving a fatality costs 2.7 million
dollars [26]. However, the average cost for an incident
reported by five transit agencies in the UMTA study was
$2,500 [25]. The UMTA study authors cautioned that this
average cost did not reflect more severe events that were
not captured in the 3-year study period. They estimated
that “catastrophic” events costing between $100,000 to
$1,000,000 do occur but “the frequency rate is relatively
low.” Interesting to note is that the cited examples of these
severe events (a severely injured pedestrian run over by a
bus [$1.1 million], a bicyclist that collided with a bus
[$125,000], and a wheelchair rider injured by the wheel-

chair lift [$350,000]) did not include passenger injuries
sustained while the bus was in motion or involved in a
crash.

Injury-Producing Bus Incidents

Noncollision Events
While we found little information regarding injury-

producing bus crashes, we found several reports of non-
collision events that resulted in passenger injury. This
finding suggests that noncollision injury events are of
more concern to transit providers than are infrequent
injury-producing crashes. Many bus passengers are
injured getting on or off the bus or when no collision is
involved. A study that used the 1993 SAMIS data
reported that 26 percent of all injuries related to transit bus
incidents mostly were due to passengers not being seated
while the bus was accelerating or braking and that 18 per-
cent were due to falls getting on and off [14]. This study
included injuries to bus passengers, collision partner pas-
sengers if a crash occurred, and injuries to pedestrians.

In a study cited by Zegeer et al. that specifically
examined onboard passenger injuries [27], 57 percent of
passenger injuries were due to falls under normal opera-
tion conditions. Another study of bus passenger injuries
found that 56 percent occurred during braking and one-
half of these occurred during sudden braking [8]. The
typical scenarios included people standing or walking to
the rear of the bus when the bus accelerated or braked
causing them to fall to the floor. Most (53 percent) of the
injured were over 50 years old and female (82 percent).
White and Dennis and Shanley also reported the predomi-
nance of injuries occurring to older riders [12,28].

Collision Events
Transit buses are involved more frequently in colli-

sions than other types of vehicles [8]. In comparison to
passenger cars, buses have over three times the number of
collisions per vehicle mile. However, the collisions,
which frequently occurred at slow speed on congested
urban streets, are usually minor with respect to the bus. A
study of 17 transit agencies during 1985 to 1987 reported
that 85 percent of the bus collisions involved another
motor vehicle and 13 percent involved a fixed object [25].
The consensus of the material reviewed was that frontal
collisions, those causing the bus to decelerate, potentially
are more injurious than the more common sideswipes and
rear collisions [8,11,19,22,25]. Zegeer et al. reported that

 *Personal communication with Bill Gardner, Transport Can-
ada, February 2002.
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many crashes were due to the bus hitting the rear of a car
or vice versa, in congested traffic [27]. Matolcsy found
that frontal collisions were more severe [29], i.e., pro-
duced a greater change in the velocity of the bus than in
side or rear impacts. However, the authors of the 1995
Project Action study concluded that the crash data [7],
because they do not distinguish between injuries to the
bus driver and bus passengers, are insufficient to con-
clude that frontal impacts are the most injury-producing
for the passengers. Drivers, especially those unbelted, are
particularly vulnerable in a frontal crash and may be
injured when bus passengers are not.

Although some studies described the principal
direction of the crash and provided qualitative and rank
order information regarding the crash severity, none
provided deceleration-acceleration g-levels required to
fully characterize the crash environment. We found no
reports of passenger injuries caused by potentially very
severe bus collisions with roadside objects such as
bridge abutments.

Injuries to Bus Passengers
A single study conducted by Langwieder, Danner,

and Hummel provided more than a cursory description of
bus passenger injuries [19]. The study involved German
buses that seated over 25 passengers, included “mini-
buses,” and reviewed injuries caused by vehicle maneu-
vers (without collision) and caused by vehicle collisions.
The primary injury-causing noncollision event for transit
buses was standing passengers who fell and hit their
heads after emergency braking. In general, most driving
maneuver injuries were minor to moderate. Braking
caused 85 percent of events without a collision, and all
were coded as Maximum Abbreviated Injury Scale
(MAIS) 3 (serious) or less [30].

In accidents resulting from vehicle accelerating or
turning, minor chest contusions were most common,
although some cases resulted in multiple rib fractures.
The more serious injuries, including skull fractures,
femur fractures, and multiple rib fractures, were caused
by falls because of braking. These injuries were most
common for older passengers who had difficulty holding
themselves up and who were more physically frail than
the general ridership.

Langwieder et al. reported fewer and less severe
occupant injuries on transit buses than on motor coaches
for events that involved collisions [19]. Of the 40 occu-
pants killed on all types of buses during 1978 to 1985,

38 were killed on motor coaches and none were killed on
transit buses.

The authors also reported a relationship between the
severity of transit bus occupant injuries and the bus colli-
sion partner. Only four (0.4 percent) of transit bus pas-
sengers involved in bus and/or car collisions sustained
serious injuries. In all cases with serious injuries and in
many cases with slight injuries, a frontal crash occurred
in which the bus was decelerated by the impact. In 43 bus
and/or car crashes, no deaths of bus passengers occurred,
but there were 22 deaths of car occupants. This finding
suggests that bus and/or car crashes severe enough to kill
car occupants do not usually pose a significant injury
threat for bus passengers. The chance for suffering
injury, especially serious injury, is greater if the collision
partner is a truck (Table 3). Most (61 percent) of the
injury-producing bus and/or truck crashes involved
impact to the front of the bus. Many of the seriously
injured passengers in a bus and/or truck collision were
seated in the intrusion area. Table 3 lists a serious event
involving a single bus in which all of the passengers were
either slightly or seriously injured. Whether or not this
event involved collision with a fixed object or a rollover,
the most injury-producing event, was not indicated.

DISCUSSION

This study confirmed our previous finding that very
little information exists regarding either wheelchair or
general passenger injuries for transit bus crashes. Signifi-
cant and new data have not been published since 1996,
the date of our last review [10].

This lack of available information suggests that rela-
tively few efforts have been undertaken to investigate
and to improve transit bus passenger safety. Compelling
evidence suggests passenger safety is not a high-priority
concern given that the transit bus is one of the safest
modes of transportation.

The few reports of severe bus passenger injury cou-
pled with no reports of severe wheelchair rider injury
suggest that severe bus crashes are uncommon. Because
there are very few wheelchair riders relative to other pas-
sengers, it is not surprising that severe bus crashes
involving wheelchair rider injuries have not been
reported. Despite serious deficiencies in bus crash report-
ing systems, substantial numbers of wheelchair riders
injured in bus crashes most likely have not occurred.
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Note that future studies should monitor the number of
wheelchair riders aboard large transit buses. Wheelchair
ridership may increase because of an aging U.S. popula-
tion and more transit buses equipped for wheelchairs.

We found no explicit information concerning the crash
environment of the real-world transit bus and the forces
that would act upon the wheelchair and its occupant. Only
one source, the Langweider et al.’s paper [19], provided
potentially useful information that suggested that an over-
all similarity may exist between collision and noncollision
events severity. Analysis of the Langweider et al. data sug-
gests that the average injury risk of the noncollision injury-
producing incident was similar to that of the bus and/or
truck collision. The ratio of seriously injured to slightly
injured occupants for the bus and/or truck collision case
was 16 percent versus 14 percent for the noncollision case
(Table 4). If the ratio of slight to seriously injured indicates
crash severity, i.e., a greater percent of the injuries are seri-
ous in a more severe crash, this analysis suggests that the g-
levels experienced during evasive maneuvers are, on aver-
age, comparable to those experienced in a bus and/or truck
collision. Given that bus acceleration levels do not exceed
1 g in any direction under abrupt driving and braking
(Table 5), this suggests that bus and/or truck collisions

produce similar acceleration levels that, on average, do not
exceed 1 g [31]. Moreover, many of the reported collisions
most likely were preceded by evasive maneuvers, such as
abrupt braking. In these cases, the peak decelerations and
most injurious events may not have been due to collisions.

Note that this analysis, based on only a single study,
should be considered speculative. The analysis assumes
that the only injury-producing mechanism is inertial
forces and does not consider bus and/or truck crash intru-
sion, reportedly a common cause of serious injury [19].
Other assumptions are that most of the reported noncolli-
sion events happened on scheduled (transit) buses, and
that the injury descriptors are comparable, i.e., MAIS 1
equals ~slight and MAIS 3 equals ~severe.

Implications for WTORS and WTORS Standards 
Development

This study found little justification for the ADA-
mandated level of frontal impact protection in terms of
published crash and injury data. No reported analyses of
actual crashes were found, nor reports of severe crashes
equivalent to the 32 km/h, 8 g to 10 g frontal barrier crash
that formed the basis for the ADA WTORS requirements.       

Table 3.
Distribution of injury severity as a function of crash type for transit buses.

Crash Type Slightly Injured*

(%)
Percent Seriously Injured†

(%)
No. of Passengers

Onboard
Bus and/or Car 9.1 0.4 276
Bus and/or Truck 18.9 3.1 328
Single Bus 52.2 47.8 46
Note: Table was constructed using data from Langwieder et al. [19]. No fatalities were reported. Some collision events involved preimpact braking.
*(Slightly injured/All passengers) × 100. MAIS level not indicated.
†(Seriously injured/All passengers) × 100. MAIS level not indicated.

Table 4.
Number of injured bus occupants in bus incidents.

Noncollision* Collision: Bus†/Car Collision: Bus†/Truck

MAIS 1 MAIS 3
Ratio of MAIS 3

to MAIS 1 
Injuries

Slight‡ Serious‡ Ratio of Serious 
to Slight Injuries Slight Serious Ratio of Serious 

to Slight Injuries

58 8 0.14 25 1 0.04 62 10 0.16
*Both scheduled and over the road.
†Scheduled bus only.
‡MAIS level not indicated. MAIS: indicating the highest AIS score for an injury for a given person, vehicle, or event. AIS Coding: 1 = Minor, 2 = Moderate,

3 = Serious, 4 = Severe, 5 = Critical, 6 = Maximum [30].
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Some researchers proposed that protection up to the 1 g
level would be appropriate for large transit buses, so pro-
tected wheelchair riders would be secure in relatively com-
mon evasive maneuvers. Dejeammes and Bonicel indicated
that providing protection for a serious crash is not reason-
able but that it is appropriate to ensure “safety for wheel-
chair users equivalent to other passengers, either seated or
standing [13]. These forces are sharp braking and bends
(turns).” White and Dennis reviewed bus safety in Britain
and came to a similar conclusion [12]. A Canadian
researcher suggested that the number of standees injured
would be much greater if a substantial number of transit bus
collisions exceeded 1 g.* 

Such a protection level may be adequate for most bus
and/or car collisions and many bus and/or truck colli-
sions, although, as previously indicated in the analysis of
the Langweider et al. paper [19], supporting data for this
conclusion are very limited. Although the results of this
study indicate that protection at the 1 g level is more jus-
tifiable than the ADA-implied 8 g to 10 g level, we advo-
cate further investigation of the rare transit bus crashes
that exceed 1 g. Several sources recommended that indi-
vidual transit providers be contacted for more complete
crash and injury information [7].†

Although resource-intensive, procuring data directly
from transit providers appears to be the only viable near-
term strategy to find the information required to charac-
terize the transit bus crash environment.

The goal of this further investigation would be to
quantify the frequency of these events in terms of occur-

rence per passenger mile and to estimate the magnitude
and direction of the forces acting on the wheelchair and
rider. This information would be valuable to developers
and policy makers when establishing criteria for an
improved WTORS, and it would help to weigh the
advantages of protection in events that exceed 1 g against
factors such as cost, convenience, and user acceptance.

For example, the most convenient current system, the
rear-facing bulkhead arrangement, has been tested in
both vehicle maneuvers (less than 1 g) and in a series of
10 to 30 km/h in 2 to 12 frontal collisions [13,32,33].
This design, which allows wheelchair riders to indepen-
dently wheel into the securement space and set the brakes
(an automatic feature of most power wheelchairs), pro-
vides protection in frontal crashes that exceed 1 g. A
Canadian study suggests that some wheelchair riders pre-
fer to ride forward-facing in the securement space, and a
system is being considered to better accommodate this
user preference, albeit with the use of strap tie-downs
[18]. Although we are aware of no crash test data for the
forward-facing orientation without securement straps or
hardware attached to the wheelchair, we believe that a
forward-facing system as convenient as the existing rear-
facing arrangement would be significantly less protective
for frontal collisions that exceed 1 g. In this case, a better
understanding of the frequency and severity of frontal
transit bus collisions would help to decide if the benefit
of increased user acceptance of the forward-facing orien-
tation is worth the penalty of reduced crash protection.

CONCLUSIONS

The primary finding of this study is that very little
published information regarding transit bus safety and
crash environment exists. No information was found to
suggest that wheelchair riders face undue risks aboard

Table 5.
Peak vehicle compartment acceleration during severe maneuvers.

Maneuver Large Fixed-Route Bus (g)* Van-Based School Bus (g)†

Acceleration 0.2 0.33
Braking 0.4 0.77
Lane Change 0.1 0.80
*Data from Oregon State researcher Hunter-Zaworski as summarized in the ECRI Project Action report [7]. Values were estimated for both normal and emergency

maneuvers.
†Data from Assessment of a Transportable Mobility Aid in Severe Driving Conditions [31]. Data were recorded from accelerometers placed on a van-based school

bus. Peak values were “average maximums” and did not include transient peaks of short duration.

 *Personal communication with Brandon Hemily, formerly of
CUTA, March 2002.
†Personal communication with Charles Zegeer, University
of North Carolina Highway Safety Research Institute, Jan-
uary 2002, and with James Gardner, Transport Canada,
February 2002.
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transit buses. The focus of most reported wheelchair inci-
dents has been on noncollision events in which a wheel-
chair was inappropriately secured or an unrestrained rider
was injured.

This lack of information for wheelchair rider crashes
and injuries was anticipated and is due, in large part, to two
factors: (1) Wheelchair riders comprise less than 0.3 per-
cent of bus passengers and, presumably, comprise a similar
percentage of bus passenger miles. A similar relationship
should exist for the relative number of injuries. (2) The
number of injurious transit bus crashes and noncollision
events is quite small. Studies spanning 30 years confirm
that the transit bus is an exceedingly safe form of transpor-
tation. Therefore, improving passenger safety has not been
a priority of the transit industry.

We found no estimates of crash environment severity
in terms of g-levels in the passenger compartment for
incidents involving either wheelchair riders or other pas-
sengers. Although most injuries caused by collisions
have been minor, some are classified as serious. Only a
few of the incidents were reported to have fatalities. The
crash conditions for the apparently rare severe events are
not adequately described. Serious injuries and fatalities
were associated with bus and/or truck collisions in which
the most seriously injured passengers were seated near
the area of impact. We found no descriptions of individ-
ual incidents in which one or more passengers were seri-
ously injured or killed.

Much more information was found for more com-
monly occurring noncollision incidents. Noncollision
incidents have been the focus of research efforts designed
to characterize the g-levels associated with vehicle
motion in normal operation and during evasive maneu-
vers. Reported deceleration/acceleration levels range
from 0.3 g to 0.8g.

The results of this study indicate that protection at
the 1 g level is more justifiable than the ADA implied 8 g
to 10 g level. However, before a reduction in the protec-
tion level is recommended, further information is needed
regarding transit bus crashes that exceed 1 g. Future
efforts should establish the frequency, severity, and prin-
cipal impact direction of these events. Only then can an
appropriate WTORS protection level be identified. If this
level is substantially lower than 8 g to 10 g, we anticipate
the development of WTORS that would provide a rea-
sonable level of occupant protection as well as improved
efficiency, convenience, user acceptance, and cost.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Larry Schneider, University of Michigan, provided
valuable information and critique for this paper. This work
was sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education
National Institute of Disability and Rehabilitation Research
through the Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center on
Wheelchair Transportation Safety, Gina Bertocci, Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh, Director.

REFERENCES

  1. Ketola HN, Chia D. Assessment of ADA research and devel-
opment needs. Final Report. Washington DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation: Federal Transit Authority; 1997.
Report No. FTA-MA-26-0031-97-1.

  2. Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board
(U.S.). Buses, Vans and Systems: Technical Assistance
Manual. Washington (DC): ATBCB; 1992.

  3. Rutenberg U. Urban transit bus accessibility considerations.
Canadian Urban Transit Association. STRP 10. 1995.

  4. Khadilkar A, Will E, Costa V. Crash protection systems for
handicapped school bus occupants. Volume I—Executive
Summary. Final report. Washington (DC): U.S. Department
of Transportation, National Highway Traffic Safety Admin-
istration; 1981 March. Report No. DOT-HS-805-826.

  5. California Department of Transportation. Wheelchair secure-
ment on bus and paratransit vehicles. UMTA Report No.
UMTA-CA-0600098-82-2; 1981.

  6. Battelle. National Workshop on bus-wheelchair accessibil-
ity: guideline specifications for wheelchair securement
devices. Washington (DC): UMTA; 1986.

  7. ECRI. Positioning and securing riders with disabilities and
their mobility aids in transit vehicles: designing an evalua-
tion program. Final Report. Washington (DC): Project
Action. National Institute for Accessible Transportation;
1995.

  8. Booz, Allen and Hamilton, Inc. Transbus safety and human
factors. Summary Report (1971–1976) No. TR 77-004 pre-
pared for the U.S. Department of Transportation under con-
tract No. DOT-UT-10008 by Booz, Hamilton and Allen
Inc. Bethesda (MD). September, 1977.

  9. Petty SPF. The safe transportation of wheelchair occupants
in the United Kingdom. Tenth International Technical Con-
ference on Experimental Safety Vehicles; 1985. p. 488–91.

10. Shaw G. Wheelchair rider risk in motor vehicles: A techni-
cal note. J Rehabil Res Dev 2000;37(1):89–100.

11. Kirby R, MacLeod D. Wheelchair-related injuries reported to
the national electronic injury surveillance system: an update.
RESNA; 2001 June 22–26. p. 385–87.



319

SHAW and GILLISPIE. Wheelchair protection on public buses
12. White P, Dennis N. Analysis of recent trends in bus and
coach safety in Britain. In: Kroes JL de, Stoop JA, editors. 1st
World Congress on safety of transportation. 1992 November
26–27. Delft, Netherlands; 1993. p. 401–12.

13. Dejeammes M, Bonicel Y. How can a wheelchair user ride
safely in a standard urban bus? Planning and Transport
Research and Computation Conference (International) 21st.
Manchester, UK; 1993.

14. King R. Synthesis of transit practice 18: bus occupant
safety. Transportation Research Board: National Research
Council. TCRP Synthesis 18; 1996.

15. Richardson HA. Wheelchair occupants injured in motor
vehicle-related accidents. Washington (DC). U.S. Depart-
ment of Transportation National Center for Statistics and
Analysis, Mathematical Analysis Division; 1991.

16. National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. Wheel-
chair users injuries and deaths associated with motor vehi-
cle related incidents. 1997. Available from: URL: http://
www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/ncsa.wheelchr.html.

17. Blennemann F. German experience of carrying wheelchairs
in low-floor buses. STUVA, Koln Germany. Proceedings
of the Mobility Road Show, UK; 1995.

18. Rutenberg U. Accommodating mobility-aids on Canadian
low-floor buses using the rear-facing position design: expe-
rience, issues and requirements. Canadian Urban Transit
Association. STRP 13; 2000.

19. Langwieder K, Danner M, Hummel T. Collision types and
characteristics of bus accidents—their consequences for
the bus passengers and the accident opponent. Experimen-
tal Safety Vehicles; 1985. p. 585–94.

20. Lawrence GJL. Study of improved safety for minibuses by
better seat and occupant retention. United Kingdom. Trans-
port Research Laboratory. Paper No. 01-S9-334; 2000.

21. Transportation Resource Associates, Inc. Transit Bus
Safety Program: Task 2—Regulations and Oversight (Fed-
eral, State, Local and Industry). Final Report. Federal Tran-
sit Administration; 2001.

22. The Subcommittee on Ground Transportation. Hearing on
oversight of the motor carriers and oversight of bus safety;
1999 May 26.

23. National Transportation Safety Board. Highway special
investigation report: bus crashworthiness issues. Paper No.
PB99-917006. Washington (DC); 1999.

24. RONA Kinetics and Associates Ltd. Evaluation of occu-
pant protection in buses. Transport Canada Report No.
14006E [available on www.tc.gc.ca]. June 2002. p. 11.

25. Abacus Technology Corporation. Safety, loss control and
risk management: an assessment of practices at 17 U.S. bus
transit agencies. DOT Report No. DOT-T-89-18. Office of
Technical Assistance and Safety: Urban Mass Transit
Administration; 1989.

26. Technology and Management Systems. Effective practices
and programs to reduce bus accidents: working plan. TCRP
A-18; 1996.

27. Zegeer C, Huang H, Stutts J, Rodgman E, Hummer J, Fruin J.
Characteristics and solutions related to bus transit accidents.
Final Report. Southeastern Transportation Center; 1993.

28. Shanley J. Safety in mass transit: a case study of bus acci-
dents in Washington DC. Washington (DC): Urban Trans-
portation Center; 1974.

29. Matolcsy M. Crashworthiness of bus structures and rollover
protection. In: Ambrosio JAC, editor. Crashworthiness of
transportation systems: Structural impact and occupant pro-
tection. Boston: Kluwer Academic; 1997. p. 321–60.

30. Association for the Advancement of Automotive Medicine
(AAAM). Abbreviated Injury Scale—1990 Revision—
UPDATE 98. AAAM, P.O. Box 4176, Barrington, IL
60011-4176; USA.

31. Mercer W, Billing JR. Assessment of a transportable
mobility aid in severe driving conditions—an exploratory
test. Vehicle Technology Office; Ministry of Transporta-
tion (Canada). 1990. Report No. CV-90-03.

32. Dolivet C, Zac R, Dejeammes M. Securite des utilisateurs
de fauteuil roulant dans les autobus de transports urbains.
France; 1996. Rapport LBSU n °9602.

33. Dejeammes M. Safety issues for wheelchair users in buses
and coaches. Unpublished presentation to the International
Standards Organization working group No. ISO TC 173-
SC1-WG 6 in Metz France. May 1997.

Submitted for publication August 6, 2002. Accepted in
revised form February 18, 2003.




	Appropriate protection for wheelchair riders on public transit buses
	Greg Shaw, PhD; Timothy Gillispie, BA
	Department of Mechanical and Aerospace Engineering, Center for Applied Biomechanics, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA

	INTRODUCTION
	METHODS
	RESULTS
	DISCUSSION
	Table 3.

	CONCLUSIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	REFERENCES
	1. Ketola HN, Chia D. Assessment of ADA research and development needs. Final Report. Washington DC: U.S. Department of Transportation: Federal Transit Authority; 1997. Report No. FTA-MA-26-0031-97-1.
	2. Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board (U.S.). Buses, Vans and Systems: Technical Assistance Manual. Washington (DC): ATBCB; 1992.
	3. Rutenberg U. Urban transit bus accessibility considerations. Canadian Urban Transit Association. STRP 10. 1995.
	4. Khadilkar A, Will E, Costa V. Crash protection systems for handicapped school bus occupants. Volume I-Executive Summary. Fina...
	5. California Department of Transportation. Wheelchair securement on bus and paratransit vehicles. UMTA Report No. UMTA-CA-0600098-82-2; 1981.
	6. Battelle. National Workshop on bus-wheelchair accessibility: guideline specifications for wheelchair securement devices. Washington (DC): UMTA; 1986.
	7. ECRI. Positioning and securing riders with disabilities and their mobility aids in transit vehicles: designing an evaluation program. Final Report. Washington (DC): Project Action. National Institute for Accessible Transportation; 1995.
	8. Booz, Allen and Hamilton, Inc. Transbus safety and human factors. Summary Report (1971-1976) No. TR 77-004 prepared for the U...
	9. Petty SPF. The safe transportation of wheelchair occupants in the United Kingdom. Tenth International Technical Conference on Experimental Safety Vehicles; 1985. p. 488-91.
	10. Shaw G. Wheelchair rider risk in motor vehicles: A technical note. J Rehabil Res Dev 2000;37(1):89-100.
	11. Kirby R, MacLeod D. Wheelchair-related injuries reported to the national electronic injury surveillance system: an update. RESNA; 2001 June 22-26. p. 385-87.
	12. White P, Dennis N. Analysis of recent trends in bus and coach safety in Britain. In: Kroes JL de, Stoop JA, editors. 1st World Congress on safety of transportation. 1992 November 26-27. Delft, Netherlands; 1993. p. 401-12.
	13. Dejeammes M, Bonicel Y. How can a wheelchair user ride safely in a standard urban bus? Planning and Transport Research and Computation Conference (International) 21st. Manchester, UK; 1993.
	14. King R. Synthesis of transit practice 18: bus occupant safety. Transportation Research Board: National Research Council. TCRP Synthesis 18; 1996.
	15. Richardson HA. Wheelchair occupants injured in motor vehicle-related accidents. Washington (DC). U.S. Department of Transportation National Center for Statistics and Analysis, Mathematical Analysis Division; 1991.
	16. National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. Wheelchair users injuries and deaths associated with motor vehicle related incidents. 1997. Available from: URL: http:// www.nhtsa.dot.gov/people/ncsa.wheelchr.html.
	17. Blennemann F. German experience of carrying wheelchairs in low-floor buses. STUVA, Koln Germany. Proceedings of the Mobility Road Show, UK; 1995.
	18. Rutenberg U. Accommodating mobility-aids on Canadian low-floor buses using the rear-facing position design: experience, issues and requirements. Canadian Urban Transit Association. STRP 13; 2000.
	19. Langwieder K, Danner M, Hummel T. Collision types and characteristics of bus accidents-their consequences for the bus passengers and the accident opponent. Experimental Safety Vehicles; 1985. p. 585-94.
	20. Lawrence GJL. Study of improved safety for minibuses by better seat and occupant retention. United Kingdom. Transport Research Laboratory. Paper No. 01-S9-334; 2000.
	21. Transportation Resource Associates, Inc. Transit Bus Safety Program: Task 2-Regulations and Oversight (Federal, State, Local and Industry). Final Report. Federal Transit Administration; 2001.
	22. The Subcommittee on Ground Transportation. Hearing on oversight of the motor carriers and oversight of bus safety; 1999 May 26.
	23. National Transportation Safety Board. Highway special investigation report: bus crashworthiness issues. Paper No. PB99-917006. Washington (DC); 1999.
	24. RONA Kinetics and Associates Ltd. Evaluation of occupant protection in buses. Transport Canada Report No. 14006E [available on www.tc.gc.ca]. June 2002. p. 11.
	25. Abacus Technology Corporation. Safety, loss control and risk management: an assessment of practices at 17 U.S. bus transit agencies. DOT Report No. DOT-T-89-18. Office of Technical Assistance and Safety: Urban Mass Transit Administration; 1989.
	26. Technology and Management Systems. Effective practices and programs to reduce bus accidents: working plan. TCRP A-18; 1996.
	27. Zegeer C, Huang H, Stutts J, Rodgman E, Hummer J, Fruin J. Characteristics and solutions related to bus transit accidents. Final Report. Southeastern Transportation Center; 1993.
	28. Shanley J. Safety in mass transit: a case study of bus accidents in Washington DC. Washington (DC): Urban Transportation Center; 1974.
	29. Matolcsy M. Crashworthiness of bus structures and rollover protection. In: Ambrosio JAC, editor. Crashworthiness of transportation systems: Structural impact and occupant protection. Boston: Kluwer Academic; 1997. p. 321-60.
	30. Association for the Advancement of Automotive Medicine (AAAM). Abbreviated Injury Scale-1990 Revision- UPDATE 98. AAAM, P.O. Box 4176, Barrington, IL 60011-4176; USA.
	31. Mercer W, Billing JR. Assessment of a transportable mobility aid in severe driving conditions-an exploratory test. Vehicle Technology Office; Ministry of Transportation (Canada). 1990. Report No. CV-90-03.
	32. Dolivet C, Zac R, Dejeammes M. Securite des utilisateurs de fauteuil roulant dans les autobus de transports urbains. France; 1996. Rapport LBSU n ˚9602.
	33. Dejeammes M. Safety issues for wheelchair users in buses and coaches. Unpublished presentation to the International Standards Organization working group No. ISO TC 173- SC1-WG 6 in Metz France. May 1997.



