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“I don’t totally understand the rules and as my daughter has asthma, both she and I have
found that the information is patchy about if she should or should not be allowed on the bus
if she is unable to wear a face covering.”

This quote, from a member of our Transport User Panel, perhaps sums up the user
need for clear information in light of the coronavirus pandemic. Transport Focus has
been campaigning for improvements through its recent assessments of the clarity of
information provided by train companies, bus companies, transport authorities and
motorway services operators’ websites. This is all about the reassurance needed to
give people the confidence to travel again after lockdown.
In this short report we:
•

•

draw together our key messages in light of this work. Some are specific to a
scenario in which transport users have not travelled for months, but others have
general applicability
provide examples of good practice for transport operators to emulate.

The world is going to continue to change, both in terms of the products transport
users are offered and their needs for information and reassurance. We encourage all
transport organisations to continually consider how good their website is in the
context of our key messages and examples of good practice and make
improvements where needed. New needs may emerge, but the need to always think
‘what will people want to know?’ will remain.
Transport Focus is pleased to have been asked by the Department for Transport to
carry out further work in this area on behalf of rail passengers. We are exploring with
stakeholders in the bus, motorway services and tram sectors how in future we can
best help them provide excellent information for their customers.

Guy Dangerfield
Head of Strategy
Transport Focus
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Key messages from Transport Focus
1. The problem that ‘the author knew what they meant’ is real. We challenged a
number of instances where text didn’t quite say what we (could only assume) it
meant. The reaction when we raised issues was usually ‘ah, good point, I hadn’t
read it that way’ and changes were quickly made.
Transport Focus’s message: that transport operators need more effective ways to
sense check that websites say what they think they say, and that text is accurate and
unambiguous.
2. Transport operators didn’t seem to put themselves in the shoes of somebody who
hadn’t travelled for three months, and so hadn’t thought about the extra
information those people might need. An example is reservations. When there
was lots in the media about needing to book in advance (for all sorts of things
that had previously been ‘turn up’), we had to work hard to help some
organisations see the merit of confirming that they were still providing a ‘turn up’
service. And even small changes, like entering through one door and leaving
through another, are useful things for people to know before they arrive.
Transport Focus’s message: that transport operators will, for some time, need to
think what those who haven’t travelled far since mid-March, or in some cases at all,
will want to know. Even if services are being provided in exactly the same way as
before Covid-19, why would transport users necessarily know that?
3. In striving for clear messages it’s easy to overlook caveats. We had to challenge
the use of ‘must’, unqualified, in a number of instances – particularly to do with
face coverings. For example, the law sets out when somebody is allowed not to
cover their face and that shouldn’t be glossed over. It’s important to those
concerned, some of whom are disabled. First, so those who are exempt know
they are and, second, to a signal to the majority that some people are legitimately
entitled not to cover their face.
Transport Focus’s message: be careful when using words like must, mandatory and
compulsory. Is it technically correct? Who is disadvantaged if you don’t mention a
caveat?
4. Organisations sometimes use terminology that transport users may have
understood before Covid-19, but the meaning has changed. Take descriptions
like peak and off-peak times: the peaks are now different and may well keep
changing.
Transport Focus’s message: in the transition to ‘new normal’ it is vital that
organisations check that phrases used before Covid-19 are still accurate and useful
in the current context.
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5. Some organisations tended to think that just because something had been
tweeted, it didn’t matter if their website wasn’t clear. A proportion of transport
users will come to a website as the official source of the truth and may not be
following that organisation on social media.
Transport Focus’s message: full marks to those who are using social media to
communicate, but it can’t be instead of keeping the website up to date.
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Examples of good practice
For the purposes of this document we have selected a handful of examples of best
practice; we couldn’t include them all. Some of those selected are a result of
organisations embracing our feedback; others were good in the first place. We’ve
included examples from train company, bus company, transport authority and
motorway services operator websites. We hope this will encourage cross-sector
learning: the contexts may differ a bit, but the principles are often common.

Train companies
Communicating when it is best to travel
On its website South Western Railway sets out, in the context of social distancing,
when it will be very busy, busy and not busy.
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Organising information so passengers can find what they want
On its website Southeastern has a coronavirus ‘landing page’, allowing passengers
to navigate to the subject they want. We feel this is preferable to a long, unwieldy list
which some organisations display.
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Setting information out clearly for those needing assistance
Not only does Southeastern set the information out well, prompted by Transport
Focus’s questions the operator thoroughly reviewed the service it was provided to
disabled passengers during the Covid-19 crisis.
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Bus companies
Information about how to travel safely
The Stagecoach website ‘travelling safely’ page sets out what to expect in a logical
progression, for example planning, at the bus stop and on the bus.
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Oxford Bus Company
The Oxford bus company website lists the things passengers may wish to know
before travelling. It also gives a link to their When2Travel journey planning tool,
which uses past (recent past) demand data to predict how busy each journey will be
(even which part of a journey).

8

Transdev
The Transdev website sets out what it is doing to keep buses clean, with text and a
video. Good practice from an accessibility perspective: text that can be read out by
software for the visually impaired, alongside a video.
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Transport authorities
In the context of social distancing, Travel South Yorkshire’s website sets out clearly
what the transport authority is doing and what the bus companies are doing.

West of England Combined authority uses ‘frequently asked questions’ to provide
information about paying with cash and what happens if the last service is full (as a
result of buses reaching their social distancing safe capacity).
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Motorway services operators
How busy is it?
A key priority given the need to social distance is how busy a particular motorway
services is. The Roadchef website shows this well, site by site, although it could
shout a bit louder about the fact it’s there!
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What’s open where?
Tackling head on the reality that transport users will wonder if everything is open,
Extra provide details of what is open where alongside preparing people for the
experience before they arrive.
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