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Now Where Are Those Keys? 

A Primer on Car Sharing for 
Mobility Management Professionals

With the cost of gas fluctuating and increasing concern over the 
environment, some drivers are hanging up their car keys for good. 
Many former drivers are boarding buses and trains or moving closer to 
work. But the layout of the many world cities and the requirements of 
modern living still seems to demand at least occasional access to a car. 

Yet the Single Occupant Vehicle (SOV) is a major contributor to 
congestion and pollution. An innovative concept offers a possible 
answer to this conundrum: car sharing. 

Car sharing promises a way to reduce the number of vehicle trips 
to a particular destination by allowing multiple people to share the 
same vehicle. Car sharing appears to encourage “sustainable mobility” 
at the expense of automobile dependency. 

What is Car Sharing?
Car sharing is essentially a member-based, “time-share” car rental

service, although the terminology can vary (see companion post to this 
one on this website: “What’s in a Name?”). According to a website 
devoted to the subject (carsharing.org) “Car Sharing, launched in 1987 
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in Switzerland and later in 1988 in Germany, came to North America via
Quebec City in 1993.  The owner of this site, the Car Sharing 
Association, is a not-for-profit organization incorporated in the State of 
Illinois, USA to facilitate education about, and promotion of, the car 
sharing industry and the impact of car sharing services.
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The U.S. government urged citizens to consider car sharing as early as the World War Two era. The goal of the program at that time 
was to save gasoline for the war effort. Image is in the Public Domain.
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According to the Transportation Sustainability Research Center at 
University of California at Berkeley, as of October 2012, carsharing was 
operating in 27 countries on five continents, accounting for an 
estimated 1,788,000 members sharing approximately 43,550 vehicles. 

David Carr, formerly the Assistant Director for Transportation 
Services at the University of Washington Facilities and currently Fleet 
Manager at the Regional Transportation Commission of Washoe County
in Reno, Nevada, described UW's outlook on car sharing: “Car sharing 
offers an alternative transportation mode to encourage SOV drivers to 
use transit, walk, bike or walk to work. Car sharing supports this by 
providing a car that's easy to access and has a low cost. A commuter 
doesn't have to drive their own car to work if they have one readily 
available. We hoped that by offering this alternative that we provided a 
few more options that support leaving your SOV at home.”

According to the website of Zipcar (Zipcar.com) a leading provider 
of shared cars in North America, “Car sharing programs are proven to 
have significant positive environmental and social impacts. National 
studies show that each shared car replaces up to 20 privately owned 
vehicles. Car sharing members report driving significantly less and are 
more likely to walk, bike, and use public transportation. Members also 
report savings of $500 or greater per month compared to the average 
cost of owning and operating a car in the city, and businesses have 
saved thousands of dollars by eliminating company fleets or 
augmenting their transportation offerings with car sharing programs.” 
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How Does Car Sharing Work?
Members use vehicles when they want to, and pay for the service 

based on how much they drive. After pre-registering with the program 
provider, members access the car inventory on line or by an automated
phone attendant. With their credit card already on file, members select 
the vehicle they want and the amount of time they will need. Car 
sharing programs usually have minimum and maximum time limits, 
typically ranging from 2 to 8 hours.

The member then goes to where the reserved car is parked. Using
a coded access provided at the time the reservation, the member 
accesses the keys and drives off. Some car sharing programs provide 
members with a magnetic card that opens the car; the keys are in the 
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glove box. The member returns the car , typically to the same location, 
and drops the keys. The car sharing program provides all support to 
the vehicle including maintenance, cleaning, repair, insurance, and in 
most cases, gas. Returning a car late or with excess miles usually incurs 
additional expense.

Transportation Demand Management Now Just a Part of the Job
Transportation professionals are increasingly being drawn into 

managing programs like car sharing as a way to mitigate parking 
demand and traffic congestion, says Glenn Kurtz, formerly Vice 
President, Alternative Transportation Solutions Division for Atlanta-
based commercial operator Lanier Parking and now Director of Parking 
& Transportation at Georgia Tech.

“The benefits to Lanier were many,” Kurtz says when asked why 
Lanier was involved in car sharing. “First, we were able to offer our 
clients the ability to locate a car in their building or development. This is
a great amenity for their tenants. Second, with the proliferation of non-
traditional developments (mixed-use and transit-oriented 
developments) we were able to separate ourselves from the 
competition by showing the market that we were a non-traditional 
parking company (one that see the bigger transportation picture as 
opposed to being a staffing agency). Thirdly, it is good for the 
community and environment since one successful shared car can 
reduce up to 10-14 private cars from the roads. Finally, if it is successful,
we share in the profits. Of course, this is a nice perk but it is not our 
motivation since we will have benefited in so many other ways.”
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Universities Help Create Critical Mass for Car Sharing Programs
Colleges and universities

have led the way in the
implementation of car sharing
programs. The University of
Wisconsin at Madison (UW), for
example, recognized this
opportunity to reduce campus
car trips and entered into a
partnership with Madison-
based Community Car in 2003
to supply cars for use by
students and faculty.

As reported in Madison
Magazine, UW’s Transportation
Services Director at the time,
Lance Lunsway, noted the
effort was part of an overall
strategy to reduce vehicle trips
to campus and was consistent
with the university’s master
plan. “Fifty percent of the
faculty and staff at UW now use
transportation other than their
own cars,” said Lunsway.
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Car Sharing Programs Offer Some Special Perks
 VIP Parking – Working with University of 

Wisconsin at Madison (UW) Transportation 
Services, Community Car offers special VIP 
Parking to all Community Car members. This 
means that any campus Community Car may be 
parked in any non-metered surface parking lot at
UW. Staff and faculty therefore have an efficient 
means of traveling around campus to meetings 
during the day. 

 Free Introductory Offer – Part of UW 
Transportation’s sponsorship of the campus 
Community Car service includes 200 free 
“Introductory Memberships” per year. These 
sponsorships are made available to any faculty, 
staff, or student on campus who wishes to try out
car sharing to see if it’s a good fit for their 
lifestyles. The offer is a $45 value.

 24-hour local On-Call Assistance –Community 
Car offers a service for reservations and 
emergencies, but also has an on-call staff person 
available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week to make 
sure that problems that need extra time and care
are addressed right away. 

 Technology: Zipcar members can access the 
vehicles through Zipcar's Z3D proprietary 
platform, which fully connects the information 
flow between vehicles, members and Zipcar.com

 Universal Membership: Zipcar membership 
enables a member to reserve any vehicle in any 
city in the combined Zipcar, Flexcar network by 
using the Zipcar.com website or mobile interface.

 Green Options: Many car sharing firms have a 
commitment to environmental responsibility, and
offer members access to more hybrid vehicles. 
Part of Community Car’s fleet at the University of 
Wisconsin includes six Toyota Prius Hybrids.

Want More Information? See the companion article in this issue, “What’s in 
a Name?”. Visit UW’s Alternative Transportation website at 
http://www2.fpm.wisc.edu/trans/TDM/index.htm. Article from Madison 
Magazine on UW's car sharing program was located at: 

(http://www.madisonmagazine.com/article.phpsection_id=918&xstate=view_story
&story_id=212949)

http://www.H2H2H.org/
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For university professionals like Lunsway, car sharing is merely 
another tool in the toolkit for Transportation Demand Management 
(TDM). Car sharing on the UW campus was managed by Community Car
of Madison.

Sonya Newenhouse, Ph.D., President and Founder of Community 
Car agrees, “We were fortunate that our partners at UW Transportation,
specifically Lance Lunsway, understood the benefits of transportation 
options such as car sharing and were eager to explore new, financially-
intelligent ideas that reduce parking demand and increase alternative 
transportation use for the good of UW and our community.”

Community Car operated 15 cars, 7 of which were on the UW 
campus, and had approximately 750 members. The firm was acquired 
by Zipcar in 2015. 

Other universities have employed larger national firms like Flexcar
and Zipcar (who merged in 2007), or use variations on the old “motor 
pool” concept. One example of a university doing both is the University 
of Washington. “We utilized Flexcar on campus along with our own 
brand called UCAR,” says David Carr. “Similar to Flexcar, UCAR allowed 
University-owned vehicles to be shared and rented by the hour. We had
good success operating our UCAR car sharing out of our Motor Pool 
Operation and Flexcar out of our Commuter Services... We offered 
Flexcar for personal use (errands, Doctor's appointments, etc.) and we 
offer UCAR for official use only.”

The University of Michigan (UM) launched its Zipcar program in 
November 2006 with 6 vehicles located in 3 pairs in different locations. 
UM deliberately chose a mix of American-made and foreign cars for its 
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inventory. According to UM, its Ford Escape is members' most favorite 
car to reserve, probably for its size and utility; however, it also offers 
the Mazda 3S and Toyota Matrix.

Just Like Cars, Industry Players Come in All Sizes
Community Car began out of concern for the environment. 

Community Car’s founder Newenhouse, at that time president of the 
Madison Environmental Group, had heard about car sharing from a 
friend in Portland, Oregon. After a feasibility study and with support 
from the environmental community and key investors, Community Car 
roared to life in 2001 with just a handful of cars. Of this first group, its 
most successful car placement was at the University of Wisconsin.

Newenhouse, author of the book “Divorce Your Car”, says a local 
firm offers unique benefits. “Working with a locally-owned and 
operated car sharing service has many benefits in way of excellent, 
personal customer care and immediate response to the ideas and 
needs of our partner, UW Transportation Services. By fully 
understanding the local demographics of the market we work in and 
being involved in the local community, we understand what is needed 
to reach Community Car’s full potential to benefit both UW 
Transportation Services and the faculty, staff and students that make 
up our membership. Because this is our home, we are committed to 
not only running a successful car sharing operation, but also improving 
our local environment, offering an affordable, community-based 
transportation option, and fostering a sense of local community.”
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Bigger firms offer advantages as well. According to the Budget 
Avis Group's 2015 annual 10K report, the firm's “ Zipcar brand is the 
world’s leading car sharing company, with nearly one million members 
in the United States, Canada and Europe.”

Zipcar's vast network offers instant access to 13,000 vehicles  in 
over 30 major metropolitan areas and over 500 college campuses in the
United States, Canada and Europe, the company says. As stated in its 
parent's 10K report, “Zipcar provides its members self-service vehicles 
in reserved parking spaces located in residential neighborhoods, 
business districts, college campuses, business office complexes and 
airports. Our members may reserve vehicles by the hour or by the day 
at rates that include gasoline, insurance and other costs associated 
with vehicle ownership, and they can make their reservations through 
Zipcar’s reservation system, which is available by phone, Internet or 
through the Zipcar application on their smartphone. Our members 
have the flexibility to choose from a variety of makes and models of 
vehicles that they want depending on their specific needs and desires 
for each trip and the available Zipcars in their neighborhoods.”

Insurance & Maintenance Big Concerns
Insuring college age drivers has always been a concern of the car 

sharing business model, as many drivers this age are car-poor. Until 
recently, nearly every firm required drivers to be at least 21 years of 
age. However, this has begun to change, albeit resulting in slightly 
higher rates for everyone. However, expansion of car sharing programs
is expected to take off as the 18-21 age group becomes a target market 
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for the service on campuses. “From someone working with college 
students at a campus in Zip's urban market,” says P.J. Cappadona, 
Manager, Transportation & Parking at Boston College, “this is a big 
issue needing resolution to better serve our population.”

In September 2007, Zipcar lowered their membership age 
eligibility from 21 years to 18 years of age on one campus that 
requested anonymity. With that change, Zipcar increased their annual 
membership rate by $5 (to $35 per yr.) to cover the insurance liability of
the younger drivers. The university experienced a gain of 41 new 
members in the 18-20 age group in the 4 months after the change.

With the addition of younger Zipcar members has come increased
maintenance and repair problems for car sharing operations, e.g. food 
& beverages left in the cars, food/beverage stains, batteries drained 
due to lights being left on or keys left in the "on" position. Also, there 
has been an uptick in minor collision repairs. “We're working with 
Zipcar to develop means for educating our new members and 
modifying this costly behavior,” says one campus program director, 
who commented on condition of anonymity. 

In most cases, Zipcar is responsible for maintenance issues like 
these, but many universities offer support to provide a higher level of 
service and faster response.

Creative Cost Containment and Marketing Drive Success
According to the Madison Magazine article, rental rates vary 

between $4.50 and $9.25 an hour. However, UW faculty, staff and 
students may sign up for a free trial of five hours or fifty miles at a 
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reduced application fee. Those application fees typically allow the cars 
to support themselves within about three years. However, many 
university contracts cover some of the start-up expense and ongoing 
program costs. Of particular concern are insurance, gas, and parking. 

Glenn Kurtz points out that good local connections are essential 
to a car sharing program’s ultimate success. “In order for a car sharing 
company to be successful in a new market,” he says, “they need public 
connections (such as transit agencies; city, county and state 
governments), private connections (residential and commercial 
developers) and parking spaces (preferably free).”
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Kurtz adds, “Usually these connections and spaces can take a car 
sharing company approximately 3-5 years to develop on their own. 
Lanier was able to bring these three things to them immediately. As a 
result, in one year Flexcar/Zipcar had 100 cars in the Atlanta market, 
many parked for free at Lanier lots, and entered into partnerships with 
entities such as Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, the 
Atlanta Regional Commission, the Midtown and Downtown Community 
Improvement Districts, Emory University, Georgia Tech, and Novare.”

One university representative, who asked not to be quoted for 
this article, noted that the university Zipcar program had reached 500 
members and was averaging approximately a 42% utilization over the 
last few months. This is just under the optimal utilization rate of 44% 
suggested by Zipcar. While a 42% utilization rate might mean financial 
ruin for a parking operation, for a car sharing program, a higher rate 
can mean that short-notice reservations are too frequently 
unsuccessful for members. Discouraged often enough, such members 
may not renew their membership.

Vital to the success of car sharing programs is the presence of 
dedicated marketing personnel. Zipcar, for example, has a Business 
Development Manager who coordinates the development of marketing 
and promotional plans and materials. Additionally, having a Campus 
Marketing Representative helps a great deal. 

“The Campus Marketing Representative is critical to our success,” 
says one campus transportation professional who desired anonymity, 
“because he/she …attends campus table events (e.g. new student 
orientations, resource fairs, etc.). We don't have sufficient time to do 
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what he/she does in that regard. Although he/she directly reports to 
the Zipcar Business Development Manager (and is paid via Zipcar rental
hours), he/she works closely with our Parking & Transportation 
Associate Director for Customer Service in planning promotional 
options.” 

When these Zipcar positions were vacant for several months, 
growth stalled, this professional noted. Some university transportation 
departments assign employees to perform this function.

Speed Traps for Car Sharing Programs
Car sharing programs have their challenges. With the merger of 

Zipcar and Flexcar, some clients were experiencing transition issues. 
One university, commenting off the record, stated its intention to 
develop its own program in house after a number of customer service 
and management issues went unresolved including transponders that 
would not open parking facility gates to allow ingress and egress, cars 
not being routinely refueled, poor location of parking spaces, and 
rudeness of customer service personnel.  

However, most Wall Street analysts agreed that only one of the 
larger firms was likely to survive. Ultimately, having one or more 
industry heavyweights with solid financial backing and plentiful 
resources is a good option for potential clients to consider.

The economics of large-scale car sharing programs can be 
difficult. Industry insiders familiar with car sharing programs say that, 
while individual location results may vary, a general rule of thumb 
appears to be a car sharing operation needs 100 cars rented at an 
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average of 5 hours per day to reach break-even in a municipal-wide 
setting.

Many start up operations on campuses require subsidies. Margins
on profitable operations are often small. One university related that its 
initial Zipcar agreement included the university having to pay Zipcar the
difference between actual revenues and Zipcar's break-even point per 
vehicle. Due to an initially slow growth in membership and utilization, 
the university asked that this term be removed from the agreement at 
renewal time, and, as the program had finally become self-sustaining, 
Zipcar agreed.

Education is a key, too. Not everyone can maintain his or her 
desired lifestyle without a car. Some members give up after awhile as 
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even a shared car can be inconvenient; for example, the distance 
between the member and where the shared car is parked can be a 
major satisfaction factor. And there’s always the possibility that a car 
won’t be there when you need it most; perhaps your neighbor has 
already rented it.

Perhaps in the future, the idea of the personal automobile will 
become an anachronism as the shared car concept advances. As with 
the fractional ownership of private jets, it is certainly more beneficial to 
the environment and more cost effective to spread the costs of 
transportation over a larger number of people. 

Car sharing is a maturing industry. The question still remains 
whether car sharing is the answer, or simply one of many answers to 
the complex problem of transportation demand management.
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