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The following analysis and commentary is based on the 2012 Shore Line East (SLE) Customer Satisfaction Survey Report produced by Warner Transportation Consulting, Inc. 
SLE Landscape in 2012 
To give context to the survey results, below is a brief synopsis of major events affecting Shore Line East Service in 2012. 
· January 1 - Fare increase - first one since 2005
· March 19 - New spring schedule implemented
· March 19 - April 22 - Branford Route 1 Bridge Project & Construction  
· April 9 – 22 - Branford platform maintenance
· April 23 - New schedule to accommodate construction on the Amtrak rail bridge at River Road in Madison, some busing needed
· June 18
· Rail service restored between New Haven and Old Saybrook, replacing bus service
· Special trains  (1626 and 1675) operating on Fridays from June 22 through August 31
· Quiet Cars available on specific trains designated with a "Q" on the schedule
· July 2
· New schedule due to Amtrak River Road Bridge Project completed two weeks early
· Amtrak construction on the Niantic River Bridge Project
· OpSail & SailFest special train service July 6-8
· New Haven Line construction project at Bridgeport station, customers on SLE express thru trains to and from Stamford and Bridgeport required to transfer at New Haven
· August 10 – Washout in New Haven. Major weather delays and cancelations with busing
· October 29 – Hurricane Sandy causes cancelations in for service for 3 days
· November 1 – SLE service restored
· November  7 – 10 – SLE Customer Satisfaction Survey On-board Distribution
· November 14 - Twitter alerts to public launched; CTrides Customer Service staff begins conducting real-time platform announcements. 
· November  19 -  New schedule / Special Holiday Trains
· November  28  - Construction on Branford Route 1 Bridge, special schedule released for impacted trains


Ridership Demographics
To better understand our riders, a demographic snapshot is essential. 
According to this year’s survey, Shore Line East riders are:
· Equally split between male (48.6%) and female (51.4%)
· The majority (58.9%) are between the ages of 25 – 54. 
· Next primary age group is 55-64 (25.8%)
· Riders <24 and >65 only make up 15.3% 
· Racially, the ridership is mainly Caucasian (88.4%) with no minority group standing out, in population, above the others - Asian (4.0%), African American (3%), and Hispanic (1.7%)
· 80% of riders had access to a car, so motivators for taking the train were other than not having transportation. When later asked why they take SLE, the number one response for weekday riders was to avoid traffic.
· Second motivator was saving money on gas
· Third was the convenience.
· Have well-paying jobs
· 39% made between $100,000-$900,000
· 21.2% made between $75,000-$99,000
· 14.1% made between $50,000-$74,999
· Are mostly white-collar workers:
· 54.2% Professional / Technical
· 19% Managerial
· Are not receiving employer subsidy for commuting (76%)
· Working at companies offering Commuter Pre-tax benefit (58%)
· Of those, 65% actually use it





Overall Survey Results
Most of the results in the survey remained stable between this year (2012), last year (2011) and the previous year (2010) in a rating scale of 1-7 (1 being completely satisfied). Overall, the differences in ratings from the riders varied very little, the largest change being half of a rating point on the scale (.53 decrease for comfort of morning boarding station). 

Overall Rider Satisfaction
According to the results of the 2012 Customer Satisfaction survey, overall, Connecticut’s Shore Line East (SLE) riders are very pleased with the rail’s operation and service. Ninety-seven percent of weekday respondents and 100% of weekend resident riders would recommend the service to a friend.  Echoing that sentiment, 77% of respondents rated the service as a 1 or 2 out of 7 scale (1 being completely satisfied).
Rider comments:
· “This is one service (public) that has improved in last few years. I find I am taking it more and more. Keep it up!”
· [SLE does well] “Listening to feedback and making changes/improvements these past few years.”
· “Generally, I think that SLE offers an excellent service. I would not have chosen to live on the Shoreline if SLE trains did not exist.”
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This rating is also supported when riders are asked about rail service improving or getting worse in the last year. Their response indicates that the service improved with very few riders indicating that it had worsened. The chart below indicates riders feeling service is “Better” (red), “Stayed the same” (green), or “Worsened” (purple).
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What Shore Line East does well
When asked what riders like about SLE service, the top response is a resounding appreciation for the staff onboard the trains, followed by reliable service and, thirdly, the service’s value for the price.
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Staffing
Both the chart above, and write-in comments strongly support the customer sentiment that SLE staff is meeting and exceeding customer expectations. Approximately 136 write-in comments cited the staff as courteous, professional and friendly. Most interesting are the comments where riders mentioned that the rail staff went above and beyond to assist them in unexpected ways.

Rider comments:
· “Courteous personnel on board. They work like a team! I trust them!"
· “In the morning the conductor watches out for me.”
· “Professionalism of staff aboard trains used to be very low. I have seen an improvement over the years, thanks!”
· “I get nervous on trips like this, so it's nice to see they make it easy for me to travel alone if I have to. My first time. Thank you.”

Action: 
Because staffing is one area that shines brightly, it might be a good idea to share these results with the SLE staff in a manner that is consistent with DOT / Amtrak protocol. This could be a simple letter from a high-level manager letting them know that their customers have voiced such positive feedback. 


Reliable / On-time service
The second highest rated feature of the rail service was for reliable / on-time service. From the rider feedback, it seems clear that the customers understand there will always be some service issues, but feel confident that Shore Line East takes initiative to maintain the scheduled arrival times and deliver people to their destinations and connections. 


Rider comments:
· “You hold the trains if Metro North is running late so we can make our connection back.”
· "In past year, on-time trains. Great job during bridge repair, too."
· “When stopping at local train stations - it's quick - they have people get on/off smoothly so the train is on time to final destination.”

Also on the “does poorly” list
The timeliness feedback is not all positive, however. Schedule adherence and timeliness is also the second most noted feature on the “poorest” aspects of the rail service. Verbatim comments on the negative side convey a rider sentiment on schedule adherence.  
Rider comments:
· “The peak afternoon and morning trains are NEVER on time.”
· “Love to have a schedule and be able to trust it.”
· “If a train is canceled, SLE should provide alternative transport on the same schedule.”
On-time rail reliability along the Shore Line East service route is dependent on a number of factors, some specific to shared interests between SLE and other rail entities. In addition to negotiating connections and common track usage, the rail must deal with:
· Weather event outages 
· Schedule coordination with rail connections (Metro North)
· Collaboration on construction and expansion on shared tracks (with Amtrak)
· Aging equipment breakdown and replacement
· Rail support system maintenance / enhancement

As most of these factors play into daily operations of a railway, there is a limited opportunity for avoiding interference with the riders’ schedules. For example, physical and logistical work-arounds are always necessary during weather events and while construction is underway. 
On a positive note, the DOT has made efforts to reduce service disruption, by advance planning and creative use of resources. Busses have been brought in when construction has affected the rail service area. Also, the DOT has been addressing equipment breakdowns, by making an effort to replace aging equipment on their fleet by introducing new M-8 rail cars. Four hundred and five are expected to be in service by mid-2015.

Action:
The best way of mitigating inconvenience to the rider is service communication. Improved communication of delays or cancelations as close to real-time as possible can, at least, reduce customer frustration if not completely fix the issue. In mid-November 2012, SLE launched a new communication strategy to meet this specific need (see “Areas to Improve” section).


Shore Line East Service Value
In January of 2012, the Connecticut DOT announced a three-phase rate increase to more evenly share the rail operations’ costs and to pay for needed improvements.
Even though the dollar amount was nominal, the SLE fare increase on January 1, 2012 was a particularly significant event in the public’s eye because there had not been an increase in seven years. 
The survey does give some valuable insight from which to gauge the public’s reaction to the rate increase. Overall, riders rated the SLE service as good value (93% weekday riders, 94.3% weekend riders), suggesting that the increase did not significantly negatively affect its riders. 
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Rider comments:
· “You guys turn a $300 gas bill into a $100 train bill. Thank you so much, keep up the good work.”
· “Eliminates driving on I-95!!!”
· “Provide transportation at low cost vs. auto/parking etc. Faster than CT bus service.”
The positive feedback, however, is tempered by a strong sentiment that riders do not want to see the fares go much higher.
Rider comments:
· “Keep the price low.”
· “If the train is not cheap, reliable and convenient, I won't ride.”

24 additional riders also commented positively on the value of SLE
These reactions suggest that the public, although generally not happy with rate increases, does have an understanding that prices do have to occasionally increase to continue offering quality service. The chart below illustrates this feeling of tempered acceptance, marking “Keep the service fares low” as a top priority (blue) vs. second or third priority (red & green respectively).

Percent of respondents                                     0	                                                60
[image: ]
Action:
It appears that rate increases will be supported by riders, if public notification follows a similar model to this year’s rate increase communication plan: tangible need & benefit cited, multi-phased approach, and a series of meaningful public communications.


Areas to Improve
The feedback tabulated in the chart below overwhelmingly indicates that the public wants better communication; in particular, they expect information on service delays or cancellations that will affect their commute.  Secondly, reliability of service shows up as a dissatisfier, as covered in the previous section. Finally, train condition is the third most-needed improvement noted.
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Communication
Whether this sentiment is particularly strong because the survey was taken slightly over a week after hurricane Sandy knocked service off-line for three days, or due to frustration during normal operation, is not clear. What is known is that the public wants this information in a timely manner and doesn’t feel they are currently receiving it. 

Between the rider comments and the survey data, a common thread emerges very clearly:
· The riders want service information (delays & cancelations).
· They want the information delivered real-time.
· They also want it to be delivered across multiple channels (PA announcements, the main website and mobile digital devices).
At the time of this survey, PA announcements and web notices were occurring, although comments from survey participants suggest dissatisfaction with both the sound clarity of the PA systems and the timeliness of the web updates. Functionality for delivering information to hand-held devices was not in place.
Real-Time Information
Seventy-one customers wrote in comments about needing real-time communications on service delays or cancellations.
Rider comments:
·  “Communication - timely - in cases of service disruptions. You are really bad at that!”
· “Communication! With all of the weather we have had, you desperately need to improve your communication to the people that ride the train.” 
· “Communicate delays and disruptions in real time.” 

Sound clarity of the PA systems 
The second most consistently mentioned communication issue was regarding the station public address announcements.  The concern seems to be clarity and again, real- time information. Eighteen commented on the system’s clarity.
Rider comments:
· “PA system NOT CLEAR”
·  “Communicate delays in a timely manner, particularly when at the station.”
· “No or much late announcements on "Train-late." No estimated ETAs”

The chart below shows rider ratings in the “neutral – dissatisfied” range regarding sound clarity of the public address. 
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Action:  
As this communication gap issue had been noted in previous SLE Customer Satisfaction surveys, plans were already in place to make significant improvements to the current system before the survey was conducted. A comprehensive communication plan was rolled out one week following the survey addressing some of the key issues, such as availability of real-time service information and public address system sound clarity.

0. Real-time service information
To answer the need for real-time service communication, a Twitter account (Twitter.com/ShoreLineEast ) was established to convey service alerts to mobile devices & mobile phones (via text messaging) and the main Shore Line East web page. The alerts are delivered through each channel simultaneously.
To simplify the chain of communications between the rail staff and Customer Service Representatives making announcements, a core set of eight standardized messages was developed so that information is consistent and accurate. Each type of message (e.g. service delay) was assigned a number to lessen errors during message conveyance between rail and Customer Service staff, with requirement to provide the following information for each message: train number, expected delay time, affected station.
The same message numbering system is used for consistency between PA and digital messaging. To date over 200 Shore Line East riders are following the Twitter site and over 100 service messages have been “tweeted.”
While some time lag between a service disruption and communications to riders will remain, due to the need to centrally run all notices through the Amtrak remote dispatch system, hopefully positive responses to these enhancements will be reflected in next year’s survey.
Public Address Platform Announcements (real-time)
To better understand the existing issues with station public address system clarity, a CTrides team worked with the rail managers, visiting each of the nine stations and testing the announcement equipment. Details of each system’s broadcast quality were documented so when announcements are made, the Customer Service Representative (CSR) knows how to speak appropriately for each station.



Reliability
As addressed in Section V, reliability hits a second highest priority on both the “best” and “worst” of Shore Line East operations. To address this means going forward with a three-prong approach: replacing dated equipment, maintaining /replacing rail support structures (rails / wires etc) and providing real time service communication.
Action
New Rail Cars
The DOT has begun introducing new M-8 cars into its fleet. To date, 164 M-8 cars have been tested and are in service. The expectation is that 405 new M-8 cars will be in service by mid-2015.
Rail Structure Support
The best effort at addressing this issue is timely maintenance and upkeep so the rail equipment is in the best shape possible. With the enhancements planned for 2013 for expanded service and rail structural support enhancements and improvements, it is hopeful that reliability / schedule adherence might improve. Some disruptions, like trees falling on tracks and weather events cannot be predicted or avoided completely. 

Service Communication
With the implementation of the improvements described in the Communication section above, hopefully, some of the rider frustration caused by service disruptions, can at least, be lessened if not avoided.

Rail Car condition / cleanliness
The third highest priority, rating very close to reliability, in the area of SLE improvement is to improve the condition & cleanliness of the rail cars. Twenty-five survey participants commented on the(lack of) cleanliness of the rail cars; an additional seven, commented specifically on the cleanliness of the bathrooms.
Rider comments:
“Cars often feel like they are not being kept clean - inside and out.”
“Clean the windows.”
“Not the nicest smells sometimes - diesel? Burning rubber?”
		Action:
Review maintenance schedule, budget and procedures, including quality control inspections, to identify opportunities for railcar cleanliness improvement.
Another answer might be better maintenance quality control checks, or tightened inspections of the cleaning staff.



















Other Notable Items
Although the following items did not rise to the top levels of the survey charts, good or bad, they can be improved upon, or kept in mind for future initiatives.

Schedule Adjustments
Train schedules received a substantial amount of comment, with approximately 112 rider verbatim comments submitted. However, there was no clear directional feedback or agreement for which way to adjust the schedules. 
The charts below show that the majority of riders are satisfied with the current schedule (see orange).
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Rider comments:
“I am surprised at questions about weekend service. I didn't know it existed!...”
“I feel there should be a train in between the 3:22 and 4:29. BIG GAP between those trains.”
“More service to Mystic and/or New London. Early morning and late night service.”
		Action:
Adding trains to the weekend schedule would likely be well received as would increasing service to New London.

Quiet Cars
Quiet cars were introduced in a pilot program, were well-received and then adopted on many of the SLE trains. Judging from the rider feedback, this feature has been popular. Some note it helps them work, study or just decompress from the work day.  It does seem that the awareness and enforcement of quiet cars could be improved. Twelve survey participants commented that they would like the quiet car guidelines better enforced by the rail staff. 
Action:
Increase Awareness of Quiet Car Guidelines
Posters to be mounted in the train cars, which define quiet cars guidelines, were produced and delivered in December. In addition, on-board staff should make enforcement of quiet cars one of their daily tasks.

Wi-Fi
There was also notable feedback from riders requesting Wi-Fi, although the demand seems to be generated more from weekend riders. Certainly, the riders are interested in having this functionality as they feel their rail trips could be more productive.
Action:
It would be a plus if Wi-Fi could be available in the near future.

Survey Response & Logistics
Overall, riders were cooperative in participating in the survey and many were pleased that rail management wanted to get their direct feedback. 
To improve response rate, we recognize some logistical improvements that could enhance the procedure next year.
Action:
Fair Weather
If possible, conduct survey in fair weather (spring / summer/early fall) as people are more inclined to fill out the survey when they are not cold from waiting the platforms or fumbling with winter garb.
Survey Major Trains
Aim to dispense surveys to passengers on each of the seven morning trains. If there are limitations on staffing, make sure to survey the trains arriving into New Haven between 7:00 - 8:40 a.m. 
Consider Evening Sampling on Weekends
It may be worthwhile to survey weekend evening commuters heading eastbound as well, although the return might include duplicate riders from the morning.
Connect Early with Rail Staff
Coordinate with rail staff for recommendations on train boardings, return trip availability.
Survey Announcement
Request that conductors announce the survey as riders are boarding for better return rates.
	Verbatim Rider Comments
Please refer to attached spreadsheet which contains free form comments written-in by survey respondents. There were three things asked in this section of the survey:
· What does Shore Line East do exceptionally well?
· What does Shore Line East do exceptionally poorly?
· Any additional comments.
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The spreadsheet has rider feedback grouped in two sections. The SLE “does well” section in green and the “does poorly” section on red. The CTrides team reviewed all comments submitted and then grouped them into categories within these two divisions. 
For each category, repetitive responses were counted and grouped with individual repeats deleted so the common responses could be somewhat quantified (see cells below with red numbers). 
Also, cells containing detailed comments were highlighted in pink, those pink comments used in this summary were marked in green.
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