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How do you communicate with passengers about future 

railway engineering works when there are no passengers…?



Transport Focus is the independent transport user 

watchdog. We represent the interests of:

• all users of England’s motorways and major ‘A’ roads (the Strategic 

Road Network)

• rail passengers in Great Britain

• bus, coach and tram users across England outside London

We use our insight to influence decision-makers and to make a 

difference for all transport users

What is Transport Focus?
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It seems so long ago, but we were just starting to understand what 

‘Covid-19’ was to mean for the country

• 16 March - PM says “now is the time for everyone to stop non-essential contact and travel”

• 19 March - PM says the UK can “turn tide of coronavirus” in 12 weeks

• 23 March - PM announces the first lockdown in the UK, ordering people to “stay at home”

• 25 March - Coronavirus Act 2020 gets Royal Assent

• 26 March - Lockdown measures legally come into force

Source:  https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/timeline-lockdown-web.pdf

What do you remember from early 2020?
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• Reduced capacity at King’s Cross meant various options were under consideration to keep passengers 
moving including

– Fewer trains

– Slower journeys (to call at more stations)

– Shorter trains (because the longer platforms were out of use)

• Options for passengers

– Using different lines/stations

– Travelling at different times

– Working from home (before the country knew what this meant!)

• Research was needed to identify what would be ‘least bad’ in passengers’ eyes

Link to the King’s Cross report: https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/publication/engineering-works-at-kings-cross-passenger-reactions-to-planned-disruption/

I was setting up a qual/quant research programme for Network Rail and 

the train companies to inform the planning for a three-month partial 

closure of London King’s Cross station (half of the platforms at a time)

What do I remember from early 2020?
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Covid-19 suddenly turned our well-laid plans on their head…

• 17 February - Future Thinking (now Savanta) commissioned to run the study - first 
groups scheduled for 16 March

• 12 March - Future Thinking report interviewers turning down the work…

• 16 March - one focus group (n=4) achieved in London

• 23 March - replacement online community convened; quant intercept interviews 
replaced by panel survey

• In the event, lockdown and WfH continued into the partial closure and travel was 
substantially reduced meaning that disruption was a lot less than anticipated

• And would the results have still held post-Covid…?

What else do I remember from early 2020?
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Several other major engineering projects scheduled for the Summer –

notably at Bristol East Junction and on the West Coast Mainline (WCML) 

from London Euston

• Transport Focus has developed a ‘model’ approach to measuring/tracking 
passenger awareness of planned disruptions including benchmarking against 
similar projects

• Usually three or more waves of awareness tracking, typically six, three and one 
month ahead of the work

• Traditionally, an intercept approach handing out self-completion questionnaires 
– delivers a representative mix of genuine passengers

• Bristol fieldwork scheduled to begin 9 February, WCML/Euston 16 March

• Online approach adopted (acknowledging likely impact on benchmarks)

What else was planned to happen in 2020?
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Comms activity
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Comms activity
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People weren’t travelling by train

What wasn’t happening in 2020?
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• Even online, 

challenging to find 

‘current’ travellers

• Had to accept past 

users of the routes 

with an intention to 

travel in next six 

months

• Benchmarks different



What was the effect on awareness (Bristol)?
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What was the effect on awareness (Euston)?
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• Decision taken 

after Wave 2 not to 

continue with a 

third wave



Those aware of the works claimed 

to know a fair deal…

Unsurprisingly, the devil’s in the detail
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• Although at one point, those in Bristol were more likely to be aware of works to the roof (32% at 
Wave 2) than that trains would be diverted or replaced by buses (26%) – improved at Wave 3

• Commuters and recent users more aware



How they found out about the Euston works?
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How they found out about the Bristol works?
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• ‘At station’ and ‘on train’ communications activity is highly effective for those using the 
railway regularly – but during the pandemic they were not…

• Online and social media are important parts of the mix, particularly in the immediate 
run-up to the works when passengers are actively researching a potential journey

– imperative that disruption is flagged when tickets go on sale

• But again, people were not travelling and hence were not engaging with the railway 
online or through social media; digital communications were not effective

– also meant that social media did not work for survey recruitment!

• Disruption message should be the most prominent; passengers like to know why their 
journey may be disrupted, but only after they understand what’s happening and how 
their journey will be affected

• There can never be too much information; the railway needs to use all the channels 
available to get the disruption message out there

• Passengers have proved to themselves and their employers that WfH is viable for any 
future disruption

Lessons to be learnt
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Yes, if they were aware of the works…

Were they satisfied with the information?
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• Satisfaction in Bristol surprisingly static; did not increase over time as elsewhere

• Euston far better



• I’m not sure I have an answer!

– Press coverage can be effective, but impossible to control the message…

– ‘At station’, online and ‘on train’ channels remarkably effective for those who do 
travel

– Reaching infrequent, out-of-area leisure passengers has always been a challenge

• Covid (hopefully) a one-off challenge

• Does it actually matter?

– Key thing is that potential passengers are made aware when researching a journey

– Disruption information must be clearly available when bookings open

So, just how do you communicate about engineering 

works when there are no passengers…?
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It’s clearly in the tool-box to stay

• Most participants are comfortable with the technology – probably not so beforehand

• Allows more dispersed geographical coverage – but recruiters may stay local…

• More opportunities to observe – blessing or curse?

• Groups or communities – project dependent

• Number of participants/group duration – down to the moderator

• Stimulus – is it legible on a smartphone…?

• Laptops/tablets preferable to phones…

• ‘Assistant’ helpful to manage participants’ issues/stimulus

So, what have we learnt about online qual?
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All our research is published on our website:  

https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/publications/

Link to the Bristol/Euston report:

https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/publication/communicating-with-

passengers-about-engineering-works-during-the-pandemic-research-

among-passengers-on-the-west-coast-main-line-and-at-bristol/

Link to the King’s Cross report:

https://www.transportfocus.org.uk/publication/engineering-works-at-

kings-cross-passenger-reactions-to-planned-disruption/

Or, buy me a beer afterwards…

Keith Bailey, Senior Insight Advisor

Want more detail?
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