
Public Transit Marketing

Strategies for Fixed Route, Demand Response 
and Human Service Transportation



Your Presenter
Selena Barlow, Owner              

Transit Marketing 
Consultant with 25+ years 
experience marketing public 
transit through effective:

• Market Research & Planning
• Branding
• Passenger information
• Ridership promotion



Marketing is not 
a magic wand.

It’s a crowbar that provides leverage to help 
good transit service succeed.



People use or 
support public 
transportation 

because it fills a 
need or offers a 

benefit



What needs do 
your transportation 
services fill? 

What benefits do 
they offer?

For what target 
markets are these 
benefits relevant?

Basic 
Mobility

Economy

Time Savings

Convenience

Time Value

Safety

Economic

Environment

Mobility 
Justice

Societal 
Benefits

Personal 
Benefits



What are the barriers that 
keep people from using 
public transportation?

When can marketing help?

• Doesn’t serve travel needs
• Inconvenient
• Takes too long
• Limited hours

Doesn’t 
Meet 

Needs

• Don’t know transit exists
• Don’t know how to use
• Confused by transit
• Fear of looking dumb

Lack of 
Knowledge

• For the poor
• For the elderly/disabled
• Lack of independence
• Not safe

Perceptual/ 
Stigma

X







Marketing is an 
ongoing process

Not unlike maintenance or operations.

Awareness

Positive Image

Knowledge

Motivation

Trial Ridership

Retention

Regular Rider



Transit Marketing Toolkit
Awareness & Image Branding
Knowledge Passenger Information
Ridership  Promotion 
Retention  Passenger Experience
Support  Constituency Building

PASSENGER INFO

PROMOTION

PASSENGER EXPERIENCE

CONSTITUENCY BUILDING
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Branding



BRANDING 
is marketing 

at its most basic.

Awareness and image 
building start with 

branding.



What is Branding?

How we identify a product and 
everything associated with it.
Recognition at a glance.
The focal point for the 

customer’s experiences with a 
product or service.



Branding
Visual Brand/Identity

• Name
• Logo
• Color Scheme
• Packaging
• Signage

Consistency is the key to 
effective branding
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Branding Best Practice
Vehicles and bus stops are seen 

by thousands of potential riders 
every day.
They are an opportunity to use your 

capital investments to create 
long-term marketing value.
Branding of buses and bus stops is 

the most cost-effective way to 
build visibility.



The Difference Branded Vehicles Can Make



The Difference Branded Vehicles Can Make



Consistency is the Key to Effective Branding



Branding – the most cost 
effective way to build visibility.



Passenger Information



PASSENGER INFO

Passenger Information
The “Directions” for using transit
A core element of the transit product
The first step in the passenger 

experience 
Your most fundamental marketing 

tool



What are new 
riders comparing 

you to?

Driving is 
Mindless Using Transit 

Requires 
Thinking



Driving is 
mindless and immediate…       

the default

Reach adolescence

Lose ability to drive 

New job/school 

Traffic congestion

Need to use time better

Cost goes up

Car breaks down

Ride not available

Going somewhere 
unfamiliar

Parking not available

Climate change 
happens

First Time Rider Experience

Need or 
Motivation

Where will they go for 
information?
Search Engine 
Your Website
Google Maps

Telephone
Printed Guide

Bus Stop
Social Media

What if they’ve 
never used 
transit before?

Until it stops being the best 
option



Where will they go for information?
Most people will look for information on-line.

Your Website is very likely the first 
experience that many new riders will have 
with your transit system. 

Make it easy to find, make it easy to use, 
make a good first impression.



Focus Your Website on Answering Riders’ Questions
Where can I go on public transit?
How do I get from here to there?
When/how often does it run?
How do I make a reservation?
Where do I catch it?
How much does it cost?
How do I pay?
What is different due to the pandemic?



Web Design Best Practices
Above the Scroll
What an internet user sees 

when they come to your 
homepage – without having to 
scroll or click on links.
This is your most valuable 

internet real estate.
Focus this space on answering 

rider’s most important 
questions.



Web Design Best Practices
Above the Scroll
What an internet user sees 

when they come to your 
homepage – without having 
to scroll or click on links.
This is your most valuable 

internet real estate.
Focus this space on 

answering rider’s most 
important questions.



Above the Scroll

Primary 
Focus on 
New and 
Regular 
Riders

https://eldoradotransit.com/


Below the Scroll

Secondary 
Focus on 

Other 
Audiences



Below the Scroll

Secondary 
Focus on 

Other 
Audiences



Web Design Best Practices
Internet Users Don’t Read Much
People viewing websites don’t 

read….they scan.
Minimize text.
Use visuals and clear links to 

convey information quickly.
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Website Design Best Practices
Most Transit Website Users are on a Mobile 
Device (65-75% in rural areas, higher in urban)
Many young and low-income riders are 

“smartphone” dependent for internet access.
 Insure that your website is mobile responsive – it 

works well on smartphones and tablets, as well as 
computers.

https://vvta.org/


GTFS and Trip Planning Apps
General Transit Feed Specification

• Routes, Stops, Schedules and Fares
• Realtime Info (GTFS Realtime)

Used by Google Maps and other apps to 
provide transit trip planning and information
Powers the Google Trip Planner on your 

website
Currently fixed route only, but GTFS-Flex is 

in the works.



GTFS and Trip Planning Apps
General Transit Feed Specification

• Routes, Stops, Schedules and Fares
• Realtime Info (GTFS Realtime)

Used by Google Maps and other apps to 
provide transit trip planning and information
Powers the Google Trip Planner on your 

website
Currently fixed route only, but GTFS-Flex is 

in the works.

Trip Planners makes 
using Transit Easier by 
Answering the Question 
“How do I get from here 

to there?”

For Fixed Route Transit
GTFS 

is a must



Transit Apps Best Practice
Produce and Publish Accurate 

GTFS Data
Promote the Most Useful Apps

• GTFS Based
• Broadly used by customers
• Work across systems
• Public & Free
• Updated and Improved

Google Maps
Apple Maps
Transit
Moovit
One Bus Away
Rome to Rio



Other Passenger Information Tools Need to Answer the 
Same Rider Questions
Where can I go on public transit?
How do I get from here to there?
When/how often does it run?
How do I make a reservation?
Where do I catch it?
How much does it cost?
How do I pay?



Best Practices for Printed Information Tools
Printed Guides
Bus Stop Signage
 Info Displays

• On the Bus
• In the Community
• At a Destination

Consider when each tool will be 
used and what questions are most 
relevant at that time
Don’t try to convey everything in 

every communication



Printed Guide
For some new riders, your 

printed passenger guide will 
be their first experience. 



Printed Guide
Provide a clear overview without overwhelming or confusing.
Fixed Route
Map
Schedules
Fares 
Ways to learn more

• Website
• Apps
• Customer Service



Printed Guide
Provide a clear overview without overwhelming or confusing.

Demand Response
Map
Eligibility
Hours/Days of Operation
Registration/Reservation 

Instructions
Fares 
Ways to learn more

• Website
• Customer Service



Printed Guide
Through broad distribution a printed 

guide can be used as a promotional 
tool for building awareness. 



Bus Stop Signage
Let’s rider know they are in the 

right place
Provides 24/7 advertising
Connects potential riders with 

additional information sources 
(website, phone, and more)



Best Practice for Info 
Display at Bus Stop
Bus Stop Identifier with contact info
Route Map 

• You are Here Designation
Schedule 

• Stop specific departure times
Fare

• Single Ride Fare
• Mobile Fare Payment Info

QR Code or directions for realtime info
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Other Info Displays
 Info Displays at high traffic 

locations offer broad exposure 
and long-term promotional value
Displays can be customized for 

the audience and location
Locations

• Colleges & Schools
• Social Service Offices
• Medical Facilities
• Employment Centers
• Public Facilities



Ridership Promotion



Ridership Promotion 
Carefully consider your objective 

and target market for each 
promotional effort
The more targeted the message 

and the medium, the more 
effective it’s likely to be in 
generating trial ridership.

Objective

Target 
Market

Message

Medium



Messaging
Create messages based on 

benefits that are relevant to 
your riders and potential riders
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Messaging
Create messages based on 

benefits that are relevant to our 
riders and potential riders
What is relevant will vary by 

target audience
What is relevant may have 

changed post-Covid



Messaging
To encourage trial ridership, 

direct riders to high quality 
passenger information

• Website
• Google Maps
• Realtime Information
• Reservation Center Number

Include a call to action



Promotional Media
Free or Nearly Free
Community Based Marketing 
Social Media
Poster Campaign
News Coverage
Outreach Presentations
Advertising on bus sides and bus 

shelters

Paid
Direct Mail
Newspaper Ads
Digital Ads
Social Media Ads
Radio Ads
TV Commercials
Outdoor Advertising

More 
Targeted = 

More 
Effective
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Community Based Marketing
Leverage your community relationships to deliver customized 

messages to high potential target markets



Community Based Marketing
Work through community partners 

– gatekeepers – to market to 
specific constituencies.
Gain access to low-cost targeted 

communication channels.
Deliver targeted messages that 

will generate trial ridership among 
“pockets of potential.”



Community Based Marketing
1.Target Market

Identify “pockets of potential”

2.Gatekeepers
Identify partners who can provide access to 
your target

3.Communication Channels
What low cost, targeted channels can your 
partner provide access to

4.Messages and Incentives
What information and incentives will generate 
trial ridership

Target

Gatekeeper

Communication 
Channel

Targeted Message 
& Incentive



Community Based Marketing
Target Market

• VVC College Students
Gatekeeper

• VCC Student Services 
Department

Communications Channels
• Info Displays
• On-campus “Outdoor Advertising”
• Social Media
• Targeted Handout
• Specialty Item –

Reusable Water Bottle
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• VVC College Students
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• VCC Student Services Department
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• Info Displays
• On-campus “Outdoor Advertising”
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• Targeted Handout
• Specialty Item –

Reusable Water Bottle



Community Based Marketing
Target Market

• Seniors
Gatekeeper

• Senior Centers & Residences
Communications Channel

• Customized Information -
Brochure to encourage use of 
intercity route to Palm Springs

• Presentations at Senior 
Centers

• “Group trips”



Community Based Marketing
Target

• Naval Base Ventura County 
travelers

Gatekeeper 
• NBVC Administration

Communication Channel
• Customized Information - Poster for 

placement at high traffic locations 
on base

• NBVC-Centric System Map for 
Gold Coast Transit



Social Media
A great tool, but not a complete marketing plan.



Social Media
Use Social Media to
Engage riders
Engage stakeholders and the 

community
Convey news
Promote events
Promote specific services or 

programs

Don’t use Social Media
As a primary information tool
To provide detailed information
As your only communication tool

National RTAP: Free. Supported. 
Transit-specific tools.

• This is a great deal if you don’t have 
cash, and do have time to design, build, 
and learn how to manage a website (with 
help).





Social Media Platforms
YouTube and 
Facebook are the 
most-widely used 
online platforms, 
with user bases 
most broadly 
representative of 
the population as a 
whole.



Social Media Best Practices
Create a useful profile
Post regularly about:

• News relevant to followers
• Promotion of specific services
• Share community partner posts
• Events and activities
• Opportunities for planning input 
• Things that make people smile

Follow and engage with your community 
Respond to messages
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Direct Mail 
To deliver geographically targeted messages 

to homes within a specific service area



Direct Mail
Every Door Direct Mail
USPS service with low rates
Deliver large postcard (flat - up to 

legal size) to all homes
Geographically designated 

delivery area – no mailing list 
required



Direct Mail
Every Door Direct Mail
USPS service with low rates
Deliver large postcard (flat - up to 

legal size) to all homes 
Geographically designated 

delivery area – no mailing list 
required

Advantages
Can deliver geographically tailored 

service information
Can provide incentive – free ride 

offer
Large size and bold graphics insure 

that message is “seen”



Direct Mail for Fixed Route – with Free Ride Offer



Direct Mail for Demand Response



Passenger Experience



The Passenger Experience
Everything a passenger experiences when 

they use or try to use your service.
Marketing might get someone on the bus or 

van the first time, but only a good 
Passenger Experience will turn them into a 
rider.
The Passenger Experience is a 

fundamental part of your brand.
Anything that improves the passenger 

experience will enhance your marketing 
effort.



Improve the Passenger Experience
 Invite Feedback

• On-Line, on-bus, by phone, on 
social media

• Respond promptly to questions, 
complaints and suggestions

Solicit Feedback
• Conduct Rider Surveys
• Conduct Rider Focus Groups
• Talk with passengers on vehicles 

and at transit centers
Use transit yourself



Rider Survey – Data Collection
Trained Surveyors on Bus
Driver Distribution
On-Line Survey
Paratransit Rider Survey



Rider Survey – Data Collection
Trained Surveyors on Bus
Driver Distribution
On-Line Survey
Paratransit Rider Survey

Paper Survey
• Print on card stock 
• Provide pen or pencil
• Minimize open ended responses
• Offer surveyor assistance



Rider Survey – Data Collection
Trained Surveyors on Bus
Driver Distribution
On-Line Survey
Paratransit Rider Survey

Tablet Survey
• Pros and Cons



Rider Survey – Data Collection
Trained Surveyors on Bus
Driver Distribution
On-Line Survey
Paratransit Rider Survey

Paper Survey
Collection Box
Mailback Format



Rider Survey – Data Collection
Trained Surveyors on Bus
Driver Distribution
On-Line Survey
Paratransit Rider Survey

Survey Monkey –
free platform
Promote on bus, 

website, via social 
media
Offer incentive for 

completion



Rider Survey – Data Collection
Trained Surveyors on Bus
Driver Distribution
On-Line Survey
Paratransit Rider Survey Mailback Survey

• Prepaid Return Envelope
Phone Survey

• Random selection of current riders



Rider Survey - Questionnaire
Usage Characteristics

• Routes or Services Used
• Frequency of Use
• Trip Purpose
• Weekday/weekend ridership
• Fare payment
• Communication channels

Motivations
• Vehicle availability
• Reasons they ride

Satisfaction Ratings
• Overall
• Specific Aspects of Service

Desired Improvements
• Rate specific possibilities
• Most important improvement

Demographics
• Age
• Community of residence
• Employment/Student Status
• Disability Status
• Income



Rider Survey - Questionnaire
Keep questions brief, clear and balanced.
Use language that is straightforward, simple and conversational - avoid 

transit jargon.
Make sure that response categories are distinct and inclusive.
 If you want to be able to track change, use the same questions in 

subsequent surveys.
Test your questions on a few riders to identify problems.



Remember…
Marketing is not a magic wand - it’s 

an on-going process.
Use your marketing toolkit to:

• Build Awareness
• Convey Knowledge
• Promote Trial Ridership
• Retain Riders

PASSENGER INFO

PROMOTION

PASSENGER EXPERIENCE

CONSTITUENCY BUILDING



Selena Barlow
Transit Marketing LLC

selenabarlow@transitmarketing.com
520.322.9607
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