
Marketing Workshop #5: 
Transit Market Research – Understanding Our Riders

May 24, 2022, 2:00-3:30 PM ET

U.S. Department of Transportation
Federal Transit Administration



Participation Guidelines

• Presentation: Participants will be muted

• Q&A and Workshop: You can unmute 

• Throughout: Put questions and comments in chat

• Workshop: volunteers will share what they want to 
know about their passengers and how they might 
use the information

• The slides and a recording of the presentation only 
will be posted to our Webinars page

• Fill out the brief survey at the end



National Rural Transit Assistance Program

• Technical assistance center funded by 
FTA through the Section 5311 program

• Free training and technical assistance 
materials to rural and tribal transit 
providers 

• Review Board – 14 state DOT and rural 
and tribal transit agency staff

o Soliciting nominations for new members 
in 2023. Visit our News page for details 
and the form. Now due 6-30-22.

• Learn more at nationalrtap.org

http://www.nationalrtap.org/


Speaker Introduction

Selena Barlow
Owner, Transit Marketing LLC
• More than 25 years of experience marketing public transportation services 

throughout the U.S.
• Areas of expertise include marketing plan development, market research, 

community outreach, and creation of marketing tools and campaigns.
• Much of her work has focused on rural and small urban communities where 

marketing can have the greatest impact on ridership. 
• She holds an MBA, with focus on marketing, from the University of 

Arizona, and a BS in Advertising from the University of Florida.  



Public Transit Marketing

Transit Passenger Research



Six Class Series
Awareness Building 
Customer Focused Websites 
More Passenger Information Tools
Community Based Marketing
Transit Passenger Research
 Improving the Passenger Experience

Awareness

Positive Image

Knowledge

Motivation

Trial Ridership

Retention

Regular Rider
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Why Conduct Passenger Research?
To know who your riders. 
To understand how they are using your services.
To guide service development decisions and 

enhancements.
To determine how best to allocate limited 

resources.
To understand how riders get information and 

how to make your system easier to use. 
To explore rider motivations, how to retain them, 

and how to attract more riders like them.



Quantitative and Qualitative Research Methods
Quantitative - Surveys
On-board
On-line
By phone

Qualitative
Focus Groups
 Informal Interviews

• On-bus 
• At Bus Stop or Transit Center



Quantitative - Surveys
Relatively large number of 

respondents that represent a 
population
A defined questionnaire with mostly 

close-ended questions
Data can be analyzed to understand 

how the population thinks or behaves 
and how sub-groups within the 
population compare 



Qualitative – Focus Groups and Interviews
Small numbers of participants that reflect 

a cross section of a target population
 In-depth discussion of specific issues 

relevant to a group
Discussion outline that can be varied to 

reflect each respondent or group’s 
particular interests or situation
Can be conducted in person or remotely
Not necessarily representative of overall 

population
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Steps in Conducting 
a Market Research 
Project

1. Determine Objectives

2. Identify Population (All Riders/Some Riders)

3. Select Research Method

4. Develop Questionnaire/Discussion Outline

5. Sample/Recruit Participants

6. Conduct Research

7. Analyze Data and Interpret Findings
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Objectives
What do you want to learn about 

your riders?
• Who are they – demographically?
• How and why do they use transit?
• What are their travel needs and 

characteristics?
• How do they get information?
• How satisfied are they with your 

transit service?
• What types of improvements or 

changes would enhance their 
experience?

How do you plan to use the 
findings?

• Service Planning
• Marketing Channels & Messages
• Improve Passenger Experience
• Decisions About Fares/Fare Media
• Profile Ridership for Community 

Leaders and Stakeholders



Population
Fixed Route Passengers
All riders
Sub-set of Riders

• Riders on a specific route
• Riders going to a specific 

destination (e.g. college)
• Weekend riders

Demand Response Passengers
ADA Certified Individuals
General Public Dial-a-Ride Users
Specific sub-set of users

• Non-disabled Seniors
• Specific destination (senior center or 

day program participants)



Research Method
Fixed Route Passengers
Quantitative

• On-board Survey
• On-Line Survey (promoted on bus)

Qualitative
• Focus Groups
• Informal Interviews

Demand Response Passengers
Survey

• Mail back survey (distributed on 
vehicle)

• On-Line Survey (promoted on vehicle)
• Phone Survey

Qualitative
• Focus Groups
• Informal Interviews
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Passenger Surveys
Questionnaire Development:
What do you want to know?



Questionnaire - Content
Origin/Destination Information

• For service planning
Usage Characteristics

• Frequency of use
• Route/service used
• Weekday/Weekend
• Transferring
• Fare payment method

 Information Sources
Customer Satisfaction

• Overall
• With specific aspects of service

 Improvement Priorities
• Ratings
• Most Important

Motivators
• Vehicle availability
• Reasons they ride

Demographics 
• Age
• Income
• Disability Status
• Employment/Student status

• Specifics of work/school commute needs



Questionnaire – Guidelines
Start with least personal questions and create 

a logical sequence that is easy to follow
Easy to understand questions 

• Simple, unambiguous language 
• One issue per question

Multiple-choice style response – quick to 
complete
Directions regarding how to complete and 

return
Pretest to identify ambiguous or unclear 

questions, missing answers, errors



Questionnaire - Production
Print/Self Administered
Print on Card Stock 
Minimal writing (check boxes or 

circle answers)
Provide pen or pencil
Bilingual – 2-sided

Digital Tablet
Program in “Survey Monkey” or a 

dedicated survey program
Have surveyor conduct oral 

interview or hand tablet to rider to 
self-administer
Note: Limits sample size and may 

introduce bias









Bilingual Questionnaire
English on one side/Spanish on the other
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Sampling



Sampling
On-board Data Collection
Select a sample of trips or runs that cover all routes, days of week 

and day parts
When on-board survey EVERY rider (above a specified age). Do 

not “sample” on the bus as this will introduce bias.
Surveying at a transit center will only capture riders who travel 

through the transit center, not necessarily a representative sample



Statistics and Margins of Error

Margin of error of+/-5% at the 95% confidence interval



Statistics and Margins of Error
Margin of error calculations are less relevant for an on-board survey.

• Sample is not random.  It is a stratified cluster sample.
• The population is small and defined.  The sample is likely to be a significant 

portion of the population.
More important to the accuracy of the sample:

• Insuring you survey on a cross-section of routes/buses.
• Maximizing participation of riders on those buses.



Sampling
Phone Survey
Randomly select registered or recent riders 

from you list
Send an introductory postcard or email to let 

them know you will be calling



Data Collection



Data Collection – On-board
Captive audience
Trained surveyors

• Identification
• Note: On low ridership routes, drivers can 

distribute surveys with mail back envelope or 
return box.

 Invite/encourage EVERY rider on bus to 
participate
Multi-lingual questionnaire
Provide pen/pencil
Offer assistance



Data Collection – On-line
Survey Monkey or similar program

• Program questionnaire and test
• Create link and QR Code

Recruit participation
• On-board Posters and handouts
• Displays at bus stops/transfer center
• Social Media
• Link on website homepage

 Incentive
• Drawing for free gift card
• Free ride
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Demand Response Data Collection
On-board with Mail Back
Driver Distribution
Printed Questionnaire + Business 

Reply Envelope

Phone
Send postcard or email in advance
Call to schedule or conduct 

interview
Make follow-up calls at different 

times of day to avoid bias
Tip: Set survey up in 

SurveyMonkey or similar platform 
for easy data entry while 
conducting interview
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Data Analysis
Data Entry – Frequencies – Crosstabs



Data Entry (first step in analyzing data from on-board or phone survey)

Data file in Excel or other 
spreadsheet program
Record layout

• Unique identifier for each 
respondent

• Identify route on which collected
• Specific column for each question
• Standard form for each variable



Data Entry in Excel



Data Entry (first step in analyzing data from on-board or phone survey)

Data file in Excel or other 
spreadsheet program
Record layout

• Unique identifier for each 
respondent

• Identify route on which collected
• Specific column(s) for each 

question
• Standard form for each variable

Tip: Set up questionnaire in Survey 
Monkey and enter data manually 
(requires paid subscription - $300 
per year)



Data Analysis - Frequencies
Frequencies = the basic 

distribution of how respondents 
answered a question
Frequency table can include 

number and percent of responses

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Durango Resident 141 92.8 93.4 93.4
Visitor 10 6.6 6.6 100
Total 151 99.3 100

Missing System 1 0.7
152 100

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Cash – regular 36 23.7 24.2 24.2
Monthly pass – regular 43 28.3 28.9 53
Cash – Senior or disabled 2 1.3 1.3 54.4
Monthly pass - – Senior or disabled 10 6.6 6.7 61.1
FLC ID Card 58 38.2 38.9 100
Total 149 98 100

Missing System 3 2
152 100

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

18 to 24 65 42.8 43.9 43.9
25 to 44 42 27.6 28.4 72.3
45 to 64 31 20.4 20.9 93.2
65 or older 10 6.6 6.8 100
Total 148 97.4 100

Missing System 4 2.6
152 100

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Excellent 83 54.6 55 55
Good 56 36.8 37.1 92.1
Fair 11 7.2 7.3 99.3
Poor 1 0.7 0.7 100
Total 151 99.3 100

Missing System 1 0.7
152 100Total

Valid

Total

Q12_rating Overall, how would you rate Durango Lift's service?

Valid

Q11 Age grouped

Valid

Total

Q6_fare How did you pay your Durango Lift fare today?

Frequency Table
Q1 Are you a resident of Durango or a visitor?

Valid

Total



Data Analysis - Frequencies
Frequencies = the basic 

distribution of how respondents 
answered a question
Frequency table can include 

number and percent of responses

  

 

Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

Cash – regular 36 23.7 24.2
Monthly pass – regular 43 28.3 28.9
Cash – Senior or disabled 2 1.3 1.3
Monthly pass - – Senior or disabled 10 6.6 6.7
FLC ID Card 58 38.2 38.9
Total 149 98 100

System 3 2
152 100

Frequency Percent Valid Percent  

18 to 24 65 42.8 43.9
25 to 44 42 27.6 28.4
45 to 64 31 20.4 20.9
65 or older 10 6.6 6.8
Total 148 97.4 100

System 4 2.6
152 100

  

        

Q11 Age grouped

Q6_fare How did you pay your Durango Lift fare today?

 
         



Data Analysis – Frequencies
Charts make data 

easier to understand
Pie Chart

Frequencies = the basic 
distribution of how 
respondents answered a 
question



Data Analysis – Frequencies
Bar Chart 

• Single variable

When asking age – simply 
ask for a number.  Then 
you can group in various 
ways.



Data Analysis – Frequencies
Multiple variables

• Table 
• Bar Chart

Very poor - 1 4% Very poor - 1 2%
2 4% 2 5%

Neutral - 3 23% Neutral - 3 18%
4 20% 4 22%

Excellent - 5 49% Excellent - 5 53%

Very poor - 1 8% Very poor - 1 2%
2 12% 2 3%

Neutral - 3 27% Neutral - 3 14%
4 20% 4 25%

Excellent - 5 34% Excellent - 5 55%

Very poor - 1 8% Very poor - 1 2%
2 8% 2 3%

Neutral - 3 23% Neutral - 3 19%
4 21% 4 24%

Excellent - 5 40% Excellent - 5 53%

Very poor - 1 8% Very poor - 1 3%
2 8% 2 3%

Neutral - 3 20% Neutral - 3 11%
4 27% 4 23%

Excellent - 5 38% Excellent - 5 60%

Very poor - 1 3% Very poor - 1 3%
2 6% 2 4%

Neutral - 3 21% Neutral - 3 14%
4 28% 4 19%

Excellent - 5 43% Excellent - 5 60%

   

  

  

       

Q7 Cleanliness of the bus 
interiors

Q8 Your personal safety at 
bus stops

Q9 Courtesy of bus 
operators

Q10 How affordable the 
bus fare is

Service Ratings

Q1 Frequency of weekday 
service (Mon-Fri)

Q2 How late buses operate 
weekdays (Mon-Fri)

Q3 Availability of weekend 
service

Q4 Buses running on 
schedule

Q5 Total time for your usual 
trip

Q6 Service to all 
destinations you want to 
go to



Data Analysis – Frequencies
Multiple variables

• Table 
• Bar Chart



Data Analysis – Crosstabs
Crosstabs – compare how two or 

more segments within the 
population answered a question

Most common and useful analysis 
tool.
Allows you to compare the behavior, 

attitudes and desires of various 
ridership segments.

• Frequent vs Occasional
• Commuters vs Non-commuters
• Age segments
• Riders on different routes or services



Data Analysis – Crosstabs
Crosstabs –

compare how two or 
more segments 
within the population 
answered a question

Age Freq 1-4 days 5 days 6-7 days Total Sample

16-24 23% 20% 32% 27%

25-39 20% 29% 28% 25%

40-54 25% 25% 27% 26%

55 or older 32% 26% 13% 23%

Total 100% 100% 100% 101%

Note: Totals may be 99% 
or 101% due to rounding



Data Analysis – Crosstabs
Crosstabs –

compare how two or 
more segments 
within the population 
answered a question



Data Analysis – Frequencies and Crosstabs
Crosstabs –

compare how two or 
more segments 
within the population 
answered a question



Data Analysis
Frequencies and Crosstabs can 

be calculated directly in Excel (or 
Access)
Excel can be used to create 

charts
Crosstabs and other forms of 

analysis can be done more easily 
in SPSS or PSPP (free 
alternative)

Survey Monkey can then be used to 
create frequency tables, charts and 
simple crosstabs



Calculating Frequencies & 
Crosstabs

Mini-tutorial



Calculating Frequencies
Frequency Percentage =

• Number of respondents who gave a 
specific answer 

• Divided by the total number of 
people who answered the question

Question: Did you have a private 
vehicle available for your trip today?

• 50 respondents say they had a 
vehicle available/

• 200 respondents answered the 
question

• 50/200 = .25 = 25% of respondents 
had a vehicle



Calculating Frequencies
Frequency Percentage =

• Number of respondents who gave a 
specific answer 

• Divided by the total number of 
people who answered the question

You can calculate frequencies in 
Excel using the COUNTIF function 
to count the number of respondents 
who gave each response to a given 
question



Calculating Frequencies

=COUNTIF(D2:D149,A)



Calculating Crosstabs
Crosstab Percentage = Number of 

people who gave a specific 
answer to Question A
Divided by the number of people 

who gave a specific answer to 
Question B

Question A: How old are you?
• Under 30
• 31-64
• 65+

Question B: How many days did 
you ride the bus in the past week?

• 1-2 day
• 3-4 days
• 5+ days



Calculating Crosstabs
Crosstab Percentage = Of 

people who gave a specific 
answer to Question A, what 
percent gave a specific answer 
to Question B
How many days did your ride the 

bus in the past week? X How old 
are you? 

Age/Freq 1-2 days 3-4 days 5+ days Total

<30 30 20 40 90

31-64 20 15 35 70

65+ 20 15 5 40

Total 70 50 80 200

Age/Freq 1-2 days 3-4 days 5+ days Total
<30 43% 40% 50% 45%
31-64 29% 30% 44% 35%
65+ 29% 30% 6% 20%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Among people who ride 5+ days per week, 50% 
are under 30 and only 6% are over 65.



Calculating Crosstabs
Crosstab Percentage = Of 

people who gave a specific 
answer to Question A, what 
percent gave a specific answer 
to Question B
How many days did your ride the 

bus in the past week? X How old 
are you? 
You can calculate percentages in 

either “direction”

Age/Freq 1-2 days 3-4 days 5+ days Total

<30 30 20 40 90

31-64 20 15 35 70

65+ 20 15 5 40

Total 70 50 80 200

Age/Freq 1-2 days 3-4 days 5+ days Total
<30 33% 22% 44% 100%
31-64 29% 21% 50% 100%
65+ 50% 38% 13% 100%
Total 35% 25% 40% 100%

Among riders under 30, 44%% ride 5+ days per 
week, while only 13% of those 65+ ride that often.



Focus Groups



When Focus Groups are Useful
Ask questions that are hard to fit into a 

multiple-choice question
Understand how riders think about public 

transit or a specific issue
Explore issues that aren’t well defined 
Get feedback on service plans and 

passenger information tools
Explore the needs and concerns of a 

specific segment – seniors, students, 
commuters, etc.



How to Recruit Riders for Focus Groups
Recruitment

• Posters on buses and at transit centers with QR 
code, web link or phone number to sign up

• Link on website, social media, hold message
• Intercept survey on bus or at transit center

Mini-survey to collect information that will allow 
you to recruit the desired segment or a cross 
section of riders
 Incentive to drive participation

• Drawing for sign-up
• Gift card for participation



Where to Conduct Focus Groups
 In Person (8-12 people)

• Public facility that is transit accessible (e.g. Library 
meeting room)

• Somewhere familiar/comfortable to riders
Via Zoom (6-8 people per group)

• Most riders are now zoom-literate
• They can participate from a computer or their 

smartphone
• It reduces the barrier to participation for those with 

disabilities or travel limitations
• You can easily record the focus group 



Moderating Focus Groups
Detailed discussion outline .  Don’t be afraid to wander - this is a conversation.
Start with easy items, move to more substantive issues.
Allow riders to talk about what they think is important, then bring the 

conversation back to your main focus.
Use written responses before discussion, to avoid “group think.”
Use visuals to explain concepts or service plans that you want feedback on.
Follow-up on unexpected responses – find out why?
Ensure that everyone is heard.  If one participant is dominating, politely thank 

them for their views and say that you want to hear from others.
Don’t be defensive! You’ve asked for their experiences and opinions…  listen!



Individual Interviews
Conduct informal interviews on the bus 

or at transit stops
Make sure you talk to all types of riders
Good way to get to know your riders and 

identify “issues”
Not scientific….but very informative



In Summary….
Conduct market research to:

• Understand your riders
• Inform your planning and service decisions
• Improve your passenger information and marketing
• Build customer satisfaction
• Identify opportunities to attract new riders



Types of Research
Quantitative

• Surveys
• Statistical Representation

Qualitative
• Focus Groups and Informal Interviews
• In-depth understanding



Steps in Conducting 
Market Research

Consider each step in the process 
to ensure you end up with the 
information you need

1. Determine Objectives

2. Identify Population (All Riders/Some Riders)

3. Select Research Method

4. Develop Questionnaire/Discussion Outline

5. Sample/Recruit Participants

6. Conduct Research

7. Analyze Data and Interpret Findings



Selena Barlow
Transit Marketing LLC

selenabarlow@transitmarketing.com
520.322.9607



Questions?

You can use the Chat to submit a question or comment, or you can 
click Reactions and then Raise Hand to ask a question verbally.



Workshop

• What would you like to know about your passengers?

• How do you plan to use the information?

• What methodology would provide the information you need?

• How might you analyze the data to inform your decision?



Upcoming Marketing Related Events

GTFS: Three Steps to Trip Planning
May 26 and June 9, 1:00-2:00 PM ET

Marketing Workshop 6: Improving the 
Passenger Experience

June 28, 2:00-3:30 PM ET

Register at: Nationalrtap.org/Webinars

Rural Transit Day is July 16!
Twitter Chat on July 15, 2:00-3:00 PM ET

Learn more and access the toolbox at: 
Nationalrtap.org/News/Rural-Transit-Day

http://www.nationalrtap.org/Training/Webinars
https://www.nationalrtap.org/News/Rural-Transit-Day


Upcoming In-Person and Virtual Training Events

Transit Knowledge Sharing Retreat 
National RTAP Sessions on Zoom

Procurement Best Practices & Hot Topics
June 15, 8:15-12:15 ET

Capital Project Initiation, Scoping & Funding
June 15, 1:00-2:30 ET and 2:45-4:00 ET

Register: Nationalrtap.org/News/Conference

Tribal Transit Training Conference
Flagstaff, AZ, June 27-28, 2022

Topics include:
• Capital Project & Construction Management 

• PASS Training
• FTA Grant Management Workshop

• Rural Transit Service Design
• GTFS Workshop

https://www.nationalrtap.org/News/Conference/


Thank You!

National Rural Transit Assistance Program
888-589-6821 | nationalrtap.org | info@nationalrtap.org 

Find us on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn & Instagram

U.S. Department of Transportation
Federal Transit Administration

http://www.nationalrtap.org/
mailto:info@nationalrtap.org
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