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All Onboard for Mental Health Twitter Chat 

October 11, 2022 
 

Summary 

 

 
National RTAP and National Aging and Disability Transportation Center (NADTC) held an 
#AllOnboard4MentalHealth Twitter Chat on October 11, 2022. The chat was Heather Edmonds 
and Jane Mahoney of NADTC and Cara Marcus of National RTAP and discussed best practices and 
equitable strategies for serving riders with mental health issues, including dementia and Alzheimer’s 
Disease. 
 
The chat focused on what agencies are doing to recognize passengers and staff on Rural Transit Day 
and through the year, and included a discussion about challenges, solutions, and best practices for 
rural transit. There were over 2,482 impressions just from National RTAP tweets.  
 
Participants included the following organizations and individuals: 

• A licensed mental health counselor 
• Cambridge Systematics 
• Columbia County Mobility Management 
• E4 Center 
• Happy 50 Plus 
• Healthy Urban Life 
• HIRTA Public Transit 
• National Aging and Disability Transportation Center (NADTC) 
• Rural Health Research Gateway 
• Transit Diva 
• University of Florida Transportation Institute 
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https://twitter.com/search?q=%23AllOnboard4MentalHealth&src=typed_query&f=live


 

Visit the chat transcript for questions asked during the chat and attendees’ replies. Answers to chat 
questions are provided below.   
 

 
 
Question 1: Are there strategies for assisting passengers with Alzheimer’s and dementia to ensure 
a safe trip while riding public transportation?  
 
Answers: 

• “Mental Health is often an invisible disability, and we need to ensure our transit staff 
understand that and assist accordingly!” shared Julia Castillo, Executive Director for HIRTA 
Public Transit.  Visuals such as a simple How2Ride video can also be helpful for with 
dementia.   

• “Safety starts with making each passenger feel seen and heard”, explained Steven Reaves of 
the E4 Center. “Engaging caregivers is also key, as they are the point person in the 
passenger’s care.” 

• “Like in air travel, where priority boarding is offered for people with disabilities along with 
caregivers (including people living with dementia), we can consider similar strategies to 
promote their experience,” said Dr. Mehri Mohebbmi of University of Florida 
Transportation Institute. 

• A licensed mental health counselor had some simple (but practical) advice: Keep them 
engaged, casual and friendly. 

• Give clear, concise, and simple directions. Transit agencies should collaborate with 
community partners who support people with Alzheimer’s to gain insight on how to 
accommodate individuals. For more tips and strategies, check out NADTC’s resource 
Assisting Passengers with Alzheimer’s and Dementia and blog on Accessible Transportation 
for People with Dementia.  

• According to Baird Bream of Cambridge Systematics, it’s dementia-friendly training for bus 
operators and drivers! This can help provide passengers with Alzheimer's and dementia with 
person-centered communication while traveling or trip planning. Training is offered by many 
national organizations like Dementia Friendly America. 

• In National RTAP’s Problem Passengers dementia video, successful driver techniques are 
shown, like using a more comforting posture and tone, using simpler sentences and pausing 
to make sure the rider understands.  

 
Question 2: What training resources are available to assist transit drivers on how to handle a rider 
who may be experiencing a mental health issue? 
 
Answers:  

• CTAA’s free online course, Understanding Passengers Who Have Experienced Trauma, was 
created for public transportation, NEMT, specialized transportation and other drivers.  

• RTD has free videos for de-escalating tense situations with individuals with mental health 
issues, including affective disorders, thought disorders, developmental disorders, suicide, and 
trauma.  

2 

https://twitter.com/search?q=%23AllOnboard4MentalHealth&src=typed_query&f=live
https://youtu.be/UAYgR2-hezk
https://bit.ly/3SvAyBJ
https://bit.ly/3EppiCE
https://bit.ly/3EppiCE
https://www.dfamerica.org/
https://bit.ly/3qt8suq
https://shop.training.ctaa.org/understanding-passengers-who-have-experienced-trauma/
https://vimeo.com/user133530957
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• Brevard Alzheimer's gave a presentation at the FPTA/FDOT/CUTR Professional 
Development Workshop & shared knowledge/experience with the Florida RTAP 
community about transporting cognitively impaired clients. 

• Steven explained that some riders may exhibit challenging behaviors. It is important to 
repeat safety instructions clearly, calmly, and slowly. Eye contact and proximity to the rider 
are also crucial to establish trust.   

• Mental Health First Aid is a course that covers signs and symptoms of mental illness and 
how to support someone in a mental health crisis.  

• Baird instructed that dementia-friendly training that focuses on communicating with 
customers and identifying customer behaviors that show someone is experiencing confusion 
or disorientation related to dementia or Alzheimer's. 

 
Question 3: As riders age, what signs should drivers, dispatchers, and mobility managers look out 
for that may be related to Alzheimer’s and dementia? 
 
Answers:  

• A licensed mental health counselor advised to look for signs of confusion, mouth open, 
mumbling, not making sense, being upset, and/or looks of ongoing uncertainty.  

• Steven said that signs to look for are confusion, lack of memory for commands given, lack 
of orientation to person, place, or time and advised to treat all with dignity and patience. 

• From Julia: Any changes in their behavior, appearance, hygiene. When possible, ensure you 
have open communication with their caregiver if they have one as they too can be a wealth 
of information on how to make it the best ride for their loved one. 

• In NADTC’s Public Transit & Passengers with Alzheimer’s or Dementia, drivers should 
look out for changes in behavior such as forgetting to signal a stop, forgetting their final 
destination, or asking the same question. 

• The Florida Dementia Friendly Transportation Research Project is full of helpful info, 
including a chart on What Is Dementia Anyway? on page 56 to help transit stakeholders 
recognize signs.  

 
Question 4: How is your transit agency supporting caregivers and family in accessing services? 
 
Answers:  

• Transit agencies can work with volunteer driver programs, and human services providers to 
centralize information related to trip purpose, trip eligibility, and payment, and make this 
information readily available in multiple languages, recommended Baird.  

• Baird also explained that under ADA regulations, A Personal Care Attendant (PCA) can 
travel with a rider. But, PCA travel options can look different for other providers. Transit 
agencies should work with other providers to keep information on eligibility up-to-date and 
accessible. Julia knows that education is important because when you say “PCA” to someone 
from a different industry they have a different idea of what that means.  Many agencies also 
think drivers can be PCAs - and so education and communication are needed both ways!  
HIRTA also contracts with mental health chapters around their seven-county region - they 
financially support HIRTA’s services so their consumers can get to the services they need - 
vital partnerships!!! 

https://www.floridartap.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/summer22202.pdf
https://mentalhealthfirstaid.org/
https://bit.ly/3CuHCZq
https://bit.ly/3B7821H
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• AARP provides information and guidance for caregivers who need assistance with 
transportation. Mobility managers and online directories are two examples of how transit 
agencies can help caregivers access services.  

• FTA provides a webpage on Mental Health Resources for Transit Workers that covers with 
links to resources like a behavioral health treatment services locator.  

 
Question 5: How can transit providers partner with mental health organizations to better serve 
people with a mental illness? 
 
Answers:  

• As part of regular travel training activities, Baird suggested that transit agencies should 
provide sessions at local and regional mental health organizations to reach community 
members directly and have a dialogue with customers, caregivers, and resource coordinators.  
Transit agencies and mental health organizations should work together on building mobility 
management and travel training resources for customers with mental health issues, including 
creating roles for mental health organizations in the training program planning. 

• Mental health populations and their needs vary widely. Transit providers can open 
themselves to feedback from local mental health organizations, by asking them what 
trainings their providers would benefit and if the organizations would offer training. 

• Transit providers can partner with mental health organizations to provide or coordinate rides 
for their clients to behavioral health services. Learn more with NADTC’s Out of Reach for 
Access to Care article. 

• Long-term planning with thoroughly considering short-term tangible goals is the key. Dr. 
Mohebbi was a reviewer for this resource from Aging in Massachusetts: Shaping the Future: 
Governor’s Council to Address Aging in Massachusetts Blueprint Recommendations, which 
addresses this. 

• In Singapore, China, symbols of traditional items are used to help people with dementia 
navigate the Chinatown MRT station, thanks to SBS Transit and Dementia Singapore.  

 
Question 6: How are you engaging local partners and stakeholders to address transportation 
challenges and barriers in providing services to individuals with mental illness? 
 
Answers:   

• HIRTA encourages success stories and stories about what would happen if they were not 
able to provide transit. They take these to local officials, so they hear the value of the transit 
agency’s services from someone other than the agency itself.  There is a HIRTA Connection 
Coalition with various community agencies and riders whom they meet with and discuss 
challenges and solutions. And they are made a part of the solution - whether that is funding, 
helping spread the work, or advocating. 

• A number of transportation agencies are recognizing the need for access to mental health 
services and are using federal, local and/or state funding to coordinate or provide 
transportation to these services. Read more in NADTC’s 2019 Trends Report Topic 
Spotlight: Mental Health and Transportation. 

• “Building long-term relationship with local partners and community groups is the key to 
gaining trust, understanding mobility needs, and identifying the proper transportation 
options for people with certain disabilities,” stated Dr. Mohebbi. 

https://bit.ly/3SPILAj
https://bit.ly/3QEo5JU
https://bit.ly/3CpXiNM
https://bit.ly/3CpXiNM
https://www.mass.gov/doc/governors-council-to-address-aging-in-massachusetts-blueprint-recommendations-december-2018/download
https://www.mass.gov/doc/governors-council-to-address-aging-in-massachusetts-blueprint-recommendations-december-2018/download
https://bit.ly/3T9tPxP
https://www.nadtc.org/resources-publications/resource/2019-trends-report-topic-spotlight-mental-health-and-transportation/
https://www.nadtc.org/resources-publications/resource/2019-trends-report-topic-spotlight-mental-health-and-transportation/
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• In rural Iowa, there is a Crisis Care program where people experiencing mental health crises 
can contact a state-run hotline and request a visit from mental health professionals.  

• RTD hired clinicians to assist customers experiencing mental health issues.  They partner 
with the Mental Health Center of Denver/WellPower to provide customer and transit staff 
support.  

• Mental Health Association of Essex and Morris and New Jersey Transit partnered to 
produce an Out in the Open. In it Together public art project highlighting mental health 
issues and faces of hope and resilience.  

• NADTC shared their story about coordination between a dementia coalition and transit 
agency: Two Wisconsin Transit Systems receive Dementia Friendly Designation. 

 
Question 7: How is your transit agency supporting your staff through all these challenges? 
 
Answers:   

• “Partnerships between transit agencies and mental health organizations should be a two-way 
street (forgive the transportation pun). Travel training activities at mental health 
organizations can be expanded into "transit days." Staff should have the opportunity to meet 
with customers, caregivers, and care coordinators to ask questions about mental health issues 
and dementia-friendly customer service,” said Baird. 

• Great advice from Julia - Create a "team culture" so everyone knows how you serve people 
and what resources you provide and how you refer them to who can best help them and 
knowing they have peers to help make decisions or assist with challenging situations - 
Communication is KEY! 

• WMATA is hiring Crisis Intervention Specialists trained in mental health awareness & de-
escalation. They will be paired with an officer or operating staff to respond to riders with 
mental health disorders.  

• On-demand services with the potential of scheduling in advance can fill some of the existing 
gaps in regard to providing safe and sound services to people with certain disabilities 
including dementia, suggested Dr. Mohebbi. 

• In TCRP's Addressing Difficult Customer Situations, drivers can call dispatch and ask for 
help or a supervisor/police officer to assess the situation. The rider may be permitted to ride 
or escorted elsewhere. 

 
Question 8: Do you have a real success story to share about a rider with mental illness who is 
flourishing through transit access? 
 
Answers:   

• Learn what to do - and not to do - to provide service to passengers with anxiety issues in this 
National RTAP video series on The Anxious Customer.  

• Mental health advisors are riding the St. Clair County, Illinois MetroLink and helping riders 
who are experiencing symptoms of mental illness to link them to necessary services.  

• HIRTA just rolled out an On Demand Service in September in addition to their Demand 
Response and Paratransit services - No doubt is helping fill some of the gaps they previously 
had, and they think it will continue to grow. 

 

https://khn.org/news/article/mental-health-crisis-teams-arent-just-for-cities-anymore/
https://bit.ly/3qwzFwf
https://bit.ly/3QvPvlm
https://www.nadtc.org/news/blog/april-2016-news-from-nadtc/
https://bit.ly/3y0DzS6
https://bit.ly/3xiUqiC
https://youtu.be/eRDKxAI2mGc
https://youtu.be/Ufm7NqUwTl8
https://bnd.com/news/local/article254418883.html
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Question 9: What are innovative examples of coordination that you have observed in providing 
transportation to mental health services? 
 
Answers:   

• Baird had some valuable feedback: Transit agencies around the country are working with 
public health or mental health departments to put mobile response teams into the field for 
customers who are experiencing mental health crises, bringing care directly to the customers 
who need it. Creating partnerships between transit supervisor functions and mental health 
professionals may help expand these resources, providing drivers with more expertise when 
they are in the field.  While transit staff should receive dementia-friendly training, partnering 
with mental health professionals and bringing them into the transit environment can help 
provide a more comprehensive support network for customers with mental health issues. 

• One solution may be a community crisis stabilization center in the community where the 
patient is located so transportation wouldn't be a problem.  See this example from Wyoming. 

• Include mental health organizations in your transportation coordination committee to ensure 
the needs of people w mental health challenges are considered in transportation plans. Check 
out NADTC's Coordination Toolkit.  

• Dr. Mohebbi advises that understanding that people with disabilities have different mobility 
needs is critical; there are efforts across the country where older adults volunteer to help 
their peers with their daily transportation.  She shared a Pyramid of Transportation Needs to 
illustrate this.  

https://www.wyomingpublicmedia.org/open-spaces/2019-04-12/a-closer-look-at-access-to-mental-health-care-transportation
https://bit.ly/3EGtw9d
https://twitter.com/Mohebbmi/status/1579908189205643264

