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Research background and objectives 
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• In the run up to major engineering works around Bath Spa station in July/August 2015 research has been 

put into place to (a) develop the communications to be used by First Great Western (FGW), (b) to monitor 

awareness of the works and (c) to evaluate the success of the campaign

• The first stage of work, qualitative in nature, was designed to address the first of those objectives whilst 

concurrent and subsequent quantitative work will address the other two broad objectives

― Understand what passengers need to know in 
relation to the impact of the works on their travel 
plans

― Understand how and when it is best to communicate 

― Evaluate the proposed delivery of information as an 
‘unfolding story’

― Assess passengers understanding of why the works 
are being conducted

― Monitor passenger awareness of the works and 
alternative travel arrangements

Monitoring awareness 

― Explore how to 
refine the planned 
communications 
material

― Explore 
requirements for 
both printed and on-
line materials

Developing 
communications

― Assess passenger 
satisfaction with 
arrangements, their 
communication and 
their execution

― Explore the likely 
impact of works, and 
the information 
provided, on 
passengers’ trust in 
the railway

Evaluating the 
overall success 

Focus of this debrief Focus of quantitative research not covered in this debrief



5

Method and sample

Date 

conducted

Commuters vs Business 

vs Leisure

Line use Group location

Group 1

25th March

Commuters Destination = Bristol Temple Meads or Filton Abbey Wood

Origin = Anywhere on the line South of Bath

Bristol

Group 2

25th March

Mix but maximum of 50% 

commuters

Made trip in last month and 

make similar trips at least 3 

times a year

Destination = Chippenham, Swindon, Didcot, Reading, 

Paddington (minimum 50%)

Origin = Bristol Temple Meads (50%) or Bath Spa (50%)

Bristol

Group 3

26th March

Commuters Destination = Keynsham, Oldfield Park, Bath, Freshford, 

Avoncliff, Bradford, Melksham OR Bath, Freshford, Avoncliff, 

Bradford, Trowbridge and further South

Origin = the other side of Bath from their destination i.e. must 

have travelled through Bath to further destination

Bath

Group 4

26th March

Mix of non commuters

Made trip in last month and 

make similar trips at least 3 

times a year

Destination = Anywhere North of Bristol (e.g. Cardiff, 

Gloucester, Worcester lines) OR South of Trowbridge (e.g. 

Salisbury, Portsmouth, Weymouth lines)

Origin = the other side of Bath from their destination i.e. must 

have travelled through Bath to further destination

Bath

• 4 x 1.5 hour focus groups were conducted for this initial stage of developmental qualitative 

research, as follows:



IMAGE Context

Information needs
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Information needs differ by audience
Key difference in attitude and needs between commuters and business/leisure 

travellers

Commuter Business/leisure

• Commuters are more anxious about any 

change in their carefully timed daily 

rituals

• They anticipate a higher degree of 

disruption

• Thus have different information needs:
• As early as possible

• As much detail as possible

• As tailored to their station/service as possible

• So that they can plan for and make any 

changes and adjustments (travel and other 

e.g. childcare)

• Business/leisure users are more relaxed 

about the impact on their lives and are 

thus more relaxed about communication

• They expect to use the info:
• To decide whether to use an alternative means 

of travel (e.g. drive)

• To assess the likely delay if they take the train

• To decide whether or not to make the trip at all

• Thus are happier to hear about the 

disruption relatively late/ad hoc (e.g. when 

buying an advance ticket)
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All passengers share a hierarchy of information 

and communication needs

But business/leisure audience more open to “whole story”

Commuter Business/leisure

This is why the work is 
happening

This is the ultimate benefit to 
passengers

These are the alternative 
arrangements

This is how much you will be 
affected/delayed

On these lines/services 
between these dates

There will be disruption to your 
regular/potential rail journeys

• Tend to focus with 

some urgency at the 

“alert and effect”

levels (1,2,3 and 4)

• Tend to be more 

open to the “reason 

and benefit” levels 

(5 and 6)

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Passengers feel that FGW is not treating the 

upheaval that they face with urgency or gravity
Passengers feel that the disruption they will experience could be significant and they felt the 

comms we tested are about the work rather than the passenger experience, use language that is 

industry specific not passenger friendly and thus indicate that FGW does not share their anxiety

About the 

disruption to 

passengers

About the 

engineering 

work per se

Tells me 

about long 

term benefits

Tells me 

about short 

term effects 

and solutions

If created

This map illustrates 

how key 

communication pieces 

performed on 

passengers’ key 

judgment criteria
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Online is first port of call for many people, once 

they have become aware of the works
They would turn to Google and expect to see FGW at the top of/high on the list

• Most people’s first info source is the internet

• In the initial groups we tested various searches 

that passengers said they would use (e.g. “Bath 

train disruption”) and none came up with FGW, 

which was what people would expect

• Even at this relatively early stage they hope to be 

directed to some basic information/an outline of 

the key dates and affected services

• (It is worth noting that at the time of the research 

the impending Reading/Easter disruption had 

priority for website space)

Off the 

page

Implication:

All communication from this point onwards should show empathy with 

passengers – indicating that FGW understands how disruptive this could be for 

some passengers. Also SEO (Search Engine Optimisation) is very important 

so that customers find the FGW site easily when they turn to Google to find out 

more
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FGW website “Bath 2015” pages are relatively well 

received – but need to click to view key info and 

hard to find
Would be first port of call for many

• Passengers expect that the FGW website will 

have lots of relevant and up to date info

• They also feel that a link to the Bath 2015 pages 

should be prominent on the home page, even at 

this relatively early stage

This was not the case at the time of the groups

• The necessary information seems to passengers 

to be present on these pages

But some wonder why it is necessary to scroll 

down and click to get the key detail required

Implication:

Make links to major disruption clearly visible on home page 

also consider moving specific service disruption information to 

top of page
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Passengers like the simplicity and punchiness of 

the “credit card” but needs to be backed up
Most also like the direct approach of being handed something on their journey

• To the point headline alerts people to changes

Could be more “disruption” focused underlining 

potential for “significant changes”

• Key content for (most) passengers is the fact that 

major works are being carried out

The end benefit is relevant, but perhaps not so 

front and centre/not for this “alert”

• “Significant changes” and “on all days” is the right 

tone for this form of communication

• URL is useful and reasonably memorable

Could also refer to twitter etc.

• “Building a Greater West” strapline doesn’t have 

much resonance in this and other pieces, but is 

not necessarily detracting from the message

Implication:

Simple, easy to distribute “alert” communication like this 

should be widely used – perhaps in early stages with fold-out 

leaflet replacing as summer approaches
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Back of leaflet has most useful info – front not 

relevant to passenger needs
Leaflet front emphasis clashes with passenger needs

• Front of leaflet clashes with hierarchy of 

information needs for both passenger types. 

Leads with the “news” of the engineering rather 

than the disruption and tunnel picture also does 

not say “disruption”

Needs to focus on passenger perspective 

(disruption) rather than reflecting Network Rail or 

FGW’s agenda (engineering); also “Building a 

Greater West” line lacks resonance/meaning for 

passengers and so detracts from message

• Language like “Cascading” is also a little confusing for rail users

This is potentially a positive story and benefit for some 

passengers so could be clearer

• The information on the back of the leaflet about the two phases of 

work was the heart of the matter for most users and, whilst a little 

wordy (and containing references that not everyone understood 

(e.g. Box Tunnel), gives more of the detail they needed)

Implication:

All comms should focus first on disruption and second on the 

“story” behind it + long term benefits
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Network Rail business leaflet has some useful 

content but is a little repetitive and long term 

benefit focused
Some positive elements are in the leaflet but buried 

in unnecessary content

• Tends to tell the “electrification” story rather than the 

“disruption” story

• Too much (repetitive) stress on future benefits and not 

enough on the actual effect this will have on journeys

• Summarised information panel is more appealing to 

business/leisure travellers than commuters who need 

more detail

Implication:

Comms should be as concise as possible – passengers want 

to use them to find out how they will be affected first and 

foremost and thus need to be able to cut straight to the key 

detail
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Maps in general polarised the groups (with men 

more likely to appreciate a map than women)
Of the two, the revised FGW map is clearer

• Passengers claim schematic maps like 

this require familiarity (like the tube map)

• A minority “get there” and understood the 

implications for them

• Initial iteration of map, showing two phases of 

work, tested in Bristol groups is confusing as the 

rail replacement routes are not referenced in the 

key

• Revised map (tested in Bath, below) is clearer -

once rail replacement bus services are added 

more passengers are able to interpret this 

version more easily

• However still requires a stage of interpretation

Implication:

Passengers do not necessarily have an accurate grasp of the geography 

of their rail travel and so a map may well be less meaningful than referring 

to the train service that they use (e.g. from X to Y)

Moreover, maps are not for everyone and some (non-visual) passengers 

prefer a table of times, services etc. so ALL modes must be used equally 

– do not rely on a map to explain the services/lines affected
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A booklet is generally felt to be “too much detail”

Passengers respond more positively to concise 

communications

• A leaflet similar to the “Easter” disruption leaflet is appreciated 

by some – it can be “piled” next to the ticket windows like new 

timetables often are

• However most people do not feel they need this level of detail 

– they are concerned only with their (limited) routes and how 

they will be affected

Implication:

This type of booklet/level of information could perhaps be 

available online as a downloadable PDF for those who 

require it
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Large “meet the manager” banner

is impactful but has wrong 

message priority
The lower “impact, when, where” paragraph should be the 

headline

• A banner such as this can be very eye-catching

• And passengers feel that they would notice it on stations 

especially if members of (uniformed) staff are standing by it 

handing out information (such as the credit card or A5 leaflets)

• However the emphasis is not right for most people – the key 

message is “Major improvement works will affect your journeys 

18 July-31 August” – this should be swapped with the 

modernisation headline

• People also want to see a link, twitter/facebook or even a QR 

code so that they can follow up independently for more 

information

Implication:

Use highly visual collateral with members of staff to cut 

through the “noise” at stations and also to disrupt the “auto-

pilot” rituals of regular travellers
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Cross-hatched poster very well received

Direct language and urgent tone of voice work well

• Direct and simple headline “Buses replace trains” appeals to 

most people who feel that the core message should be all 

about disruption

• Where and when is clearly communicated and given the 

correct prominence (in the sub-title)

• There is further detailed timetable/service information for 

those who need to know more (i.e. who are directly affected)

• Cross-hatch background connotes warning, emergency, 

urgency etc. which is highly appropriate for this 

communication

• Simple white background for text is clear and serious (again 

appropriate for this communication)

Implication:

Use this type of execution to attract attention and “code” 

communication to people that there is significant disruption 

that they need to be aware of



20

Colours used in posters make a difference in 

take out and impact
Pink background has more impact than corporate grey

White on pink is clear and 

has some impact; but lacks 

urgency of yellow (or 

hatching); Better for earlier 

pre-information

Building a Greater West 

does not have 

resonance/meaning

Yellow on pink has more of 

a sense of drama

Headline is clear – it’s 

about the specific car park 

– more effective than 

brand line (these posters 

are not about branding, 

they are highly functional)

Yellow on grey is very 

difficult to read

Passengers often have 

very little time, do not look 

at anything other than their 

usual info screens and 

there is plenty of other 

visual distraction on 

stations

Overall design was 

relatively clear (e.g. simple 

black and white with a 

headline and visual)

However visual itself 

unclear (looked like a 

charity) and still missing 

“disruption” focused 

headline

Implication:

Posters are all about instant impact with passengers often 

not consciously scanning station posters – instead looking to 

information boards for current service etc.
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Fold out leaflet (Bath only) very well 

received
Most popular piece of communication in Bath groups (not 

available to test in Bristol)

• The idea of a fold out credit card size leaflet is very 

appealing in itself (could be easily distributed and 

carried around)

• Level of written detail seen as quite appropriate –

passengers imagine unfolding and reading at 

leisure or when on train

• Journey times and rail replacement tables catch 

most attention, especially from commuters

• Most of positive communication happening on the 

“front” page when opened out

• Map actually used less than table of information, 

suggesting that it could occupy less space?

Implication:

Fold out leaflet such as this should be developed for Bath 

Spa; should be widely distributed and will be kept as a 

reference so should be accurate for the duration
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Passengers expect a wide range of channels to be 

used to capture their attention
Often the more direct the better

Key channels:

• At stations (platform posters, next to ticket windows, on screens when buying tickets, on 

“special notices” screen, staff handing out leaflets, ticket office staff pre-alerting)

• On trains (posters, announcements, handing out credit card leaflets etc.)

• Online (FGW website, National Rail Enquiries, trainline etc.)

• Social Media (twitter, facebook – one person had heard of the planned works and then spread 

the word via facebook)

• Public events such as those planned for Bath Guildhall had little support in the groups

• Passengers feel that this is big news for the affected stations/lines and would expect at least the 

same prominence and impact on station as for Building a Greater West story comms or 

standard on-station info; they also expect/would like specific-station-tailored comms
Westbury stationBath Spa station
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Commuters are keenest to have early 

communication
But openness/expectation from all that information could 

change or develop as time goes by

• Commuters are hungry for information about how their 

travel will be disrupted

• On the face of it they do not need to “forward plan” as 

they do the same journey but actually the effect on their 

journey is key and thus have a greater sense of urgency

• Some talk about making different childcare 

arrangements, reluctantly planning to drive, different 

working patterns, talking to boss about flexible hours 

well in advance, planning holidays to coincide with 

disruption etc

Implication:

There seems to be a relationship between how early 

passengers require info and how frequently they travel – the 

more frequent, the earlier they need the info

Commuter

Business/leisure

• Business/leisure travellers by contrast are rarely 

planning their journeys far in advance and so require 

only a general indication at this stage

• As the summer draws nearer they will need more and 

more accurate info
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“Building a Greater West” line (and campaign) was 

not well understood by our respondents
This is problematic for “disruption” communication and perhaps more generally 

as the campaign continues/develops

• Few participants in Bristol or Bath had seen or heard the “Building a Greater West” line

• Consequently there is no platform of understanding on which to build the Bath 2015 

communications

• Even if people had been aware of the campaign and the meaning of the line their 

communication needs/hierarchy would remain “disruption” focused

• Passengers make assumptions or come up with interpretations about the likely 

meaning of the line, often related to inward investment in the West Country (rather than 

investment in the rail infrastructure to benefit and build their region)

• However they disagree about what “The West” referred to and generally don’t feel that 

it is “them” – i.e. they look further West (Wales, Devon/Cornwall)

Implication:

For disruption communication the Building a Greater West platform lacks 

resonance, gets in the way and can annoy people as they feel it is not the 

point. More generally the campaign might need further explanation if 

passengers are to buy into the idea and share the excitement/vision
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29

Key conclusions from qualitative stage

• Commuters/frequent rail users have more of a sense of urgency and importance around the 

coming disruption compared with business/leisure/less frequent travellers

• Amongst all passengers there is a hierarchy of communication needs starting with “alert and 

effect” needs (there will be disruption, when, where, effect and alternative arrangements) and 

ending in the longer term benefits and underlying story of the engineering works

• Most of the (current) campaign materials we tested did not comply with this hierarchy and thus 

were less successful for passengers

• The pieces which were most positively viewed were the fold out leaflet concept, the credit card 

leaflet and the cross-hatched poster, although, if suitably optimised, other pieces could also 

work well

• Maps are polarising, with some people really struggling to understand them and thus to extract 

the key information they require whilst tables of times/services seemed more universally helpful

• Finally, online is a key channel with people expecting to be able to easily (via Google) find the 

relevant part of FGW’s website; however the station is the most important channel for regular 

rail users
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Recommendations for developing the campaign

• All communication should show empathy with passengers and the disruption that they are 

likely to experience to their lives not just their travel – this should always be the focus of 

communication rather than the engineering story or even the long term benefits

• We would recommend creating a fold out leaflet treatment for Bath 2015 as this was very 

popular but ensure it has enduring accuracy (or wait until all details are fixed) as people will 

want to keep it as a portable reference

• Maps have a place but FGW shouldn’t rely on maps to carry the core of communication about 

service disruption or alternatives as many people find them very difficult to interpret – we 

would recommend using clear tables as an addition/alternative

• In terms of channel, online is key and search engine optimisation should be used to ensure 

that the Bath 2015 pages of FGW’s site are high in Google rankings for a range of appropriate 

“Bath + disruption” related searches. Passengers will also expect the disruption to be clearly 

flagged on a variety of online information and ticket purchasing sites (in fact, any they use)

• Social media is also key and should not be restricted to “in the moment” communication –

start tweeting and posting links now about the disruption to come

• Finally make full use of the station, staff and the trains to start to communicate the message 

using clear, disruption-related (not Building a Greater West-related) comms
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FGW website accessed in the groups



Building a Greater West leaflet with phases of works/disruption



Credit card handout and in-depth leaflet



Network Rail business leaflet



Network Rail map



Updated version with “rail replacement bus services” marked (used in Bath groups)

Original used in Bristol did not have “Rail Replacement Bus Services” in the key



Reading lanyard/fold out (used 

in Bath groups only)



Large posters



Banner/exhibition style pop up


