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ABSTRACT

In times of growing global concern over the effects of climate change, railways could potentially
provide the market with viable and valuable options for more environmentally-friendly responsible
tourism practices. Traditional train companies themselves appear to be increasingly aware of the
immense tourism potential of their sector; this is evidenced by their offer of additional — and often
complementary — tourist-oriented services such as car rental bargains or combined transport—
accommodation packages on top of conventional train tickets. The present paper aims to examine the
marketing tools and initiatives that train companies have conceived and developed to target and attract
responsible travellers. It reviews the most relevant literature on rail tourism, with a focus on both the
main characteristics of rail tourists and the link between rail tourism and sustainability. The literature
review will be followed by the analysis of the tools and initiatives being implemented by three national
train operating companies — Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer (SNCF), Swiss Federal Railways
(SBB-CFF-FFS) and Trenitalia in France, Switzerland and Italy respectively. The case study analysis
is based on the inputs collected from each of the three operator’s corporate sustainability strategy,
business-to-consumer (B2C) website, and digital or printed promotional material provided to potential
or actual passengers. The findings relative to each train operator will eventually be compared and some
conclusions on the main components and outreach of the strategies and initiatives put in place by train
operators to attract responsible tourists will be drawn. The paper will conclude by suggesting further
research on the topic and the analysis of additional case studies.
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1 INTRODUCTION
To reach a given tourism destination by train may be particularly attractive for those travellers
who prefer environmentally-friendly means of transport.

For their part, traditional train companies — many of which used to be state-owned
companies operating in a monopolistic market — have become more and more aware of the
tourism potential of their product. This is why, next to conventional train tickets, they have
come to offer additional and complementary tourist-oriented services like car rental and hotel
booking.

This paper analyses the strategies and marketing tools some train companies put in place,
as well as the products and services they propose in order to target and attract responsible
travellers.

A review of the most relevant literature on rail tourism will be carried out, staying
focussed on the features of the rail-tourism key players and the link between rail tourism and
sustainability.

The literature review will be followed by the analysis of the tools and initiatives
implemented by three national train companies operating in Europe: the Société Nationale
des Chemins de Fer (SNCF), France, the Swiss Federal Railways (SBB-CFF-FFS),
Switzerland, and Trenitalia, Italy. The case study analysis will take into account each
operator’s corporate sustainability strategy, business-to-consumer (B2C) website, and digital
or printed promotional material provided to potential or actual passengers.

Eventually, a comparative analysis of the case study will lead to drawing some
conclusions on the key elements of the strategies and initiatives applied by train companies
to attract responsible tourists and their effective marketing power.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW
Having briefly mentioned the relation between transport and tourism, the present literature
review will focus on the key stakeholders of rail tourism: on the one hand, train companies;
on the other hand, train tourists. Particular attention will be paid to a specific group of rail
tourists — the responsible travellers — thus paving the way to exploring the link between rail
tourism and sustainability.

2.1 Rail transport and tourism

Transport plays a crucial role in tourism development: not only do good transport
infrastructures ease the tourists’ transfer from their place of origin to their holiday destination,
but convenient transport connections and facilities turn out to be a key selection criteria for
the choice of the destination itself [1]. Transportation and transport operators are therefore
constituent parts of the overall destination product and, as such, they get to influence both
the management and the marketing of the destination itself [2].

In the 19th century, the advent of railways made it possible to develop the first popular
tourism destinations [3]. Nowadays, high-speed railways are expected to benefit the local
economy of the urban areas located all along the railway line by bringing leisure and business
tourists and engaging new tourism-driven companies [4]-[7].

2.2 Train operating companies and tourism

Same as for conventional train lines, high-speed railways are exploited by the so-called train
operating companies (TOCs), i.e. the rail operators responsible for running trains. It is worth
mentioning that TOCs do not manage the railway infrastructure facilities: as a matter of fact,
the facilities are owned and overseen by one single company — usually a public company,
whereas TOCs can be state-owned or fully private — depending on the countries where they
operate — and they may or may not compete with other companies offering the same service
(81, [9].

While TOCs’ core business is to provide train rides, irrespective of the type of travel
(business travel, leisure journey, family visits, and thus on), the rail market includes also
operators focussed exclusively on rail tourism. Analysing rail tourism in France, Blancheton
and Marchi [10] identify three categories of operators associated with rail tourism. The first
category makes reference to train companies that own their rolling stock and enjoy dedicated
railway lines — including tourist railways, meter-gauge railways and lines with tourism
potential. The second category comprises train companies and non-profit associations that
possess their rolling stock (e.g. iconic trains like the Orient Express) but make use of railway
lines owned and managed by another entity. The third category of rail-tourism operators
corresponds to those operators that sell rail-tourism trips and packages, without counting on
either their own rolling stock or railway lines.

It is important to highlight that the present paper considers as “train companies” only
TOCs. This is because the paper’s ultimate objective is to understand through what actions
and initiatives conventional train operators — not necessarily used to dealing with tourism —
are seeking to attract responsible travellers and meet their needs.

2.3 Rail tourists and responsible travellers
Many different reasons and motivations may lead travellers to move by train.

For some travellers, the train and railways themselves constitute the main attraction, and
therefore the main purpose, of their journey [10], [11]. This is the case, for instance, of
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tourists who choose world-famous train experiences like the Trans-Siberian railway or the
scenic railways across the Swiss Alps. Because of their non-mass peculiar tourism
preferences, these travellers are representative of special interest tourism [12] and become
the main market target for the three categories of rail tourism operators identified in France
by Blancheton and Marchi [10].

However, even without showing a strong interest in trains and railways, travellers may
still prefer the train to other modes of transport. And this for a variety of reasons: the train
can be the fastest and most convenient way to reach a destination; the train often takes
passengers to the very city centre, thus avoiding traffic congestion and parking issues; the
price of a train ticket is potentially more competitive and value-for-money than the price of
the alternative flight option, etc. Literature has analysed these elements extensively [3], [4],
[51, [7], [13]-[16], also with a view to identifying likely tourism opportunities linked to the
flows of travellers — for instance, business travellers — reaching their destinations by train.
The same literature points out how some train companies have eventually recognised the
tourism potential of train travellers and, based on this, are now competing by complementing
conventional train tickets with tourism-related service and products [7], [14], [17].

Regardless of the distance to cover or the price to pay, some could prefer to reach their
destination by train simply out of a necessity to slow down and enjoy the journey experience
itself (e.g. landscapes, tranquillity, enriching dialogues, etc.). In this sense, travelling by train
joins the so-called slow tourism [18]-[21]. By opting for a slower means of transport and
almost inevitably limiting the number of places and attractions to visit over the trip time,
travellers may actually get to live a more intense experience and connect and engage more
with the locals. As it was observed by Lyons et al. [22], the vast majority of leisure rail
passengers tend to value side and so-to-say intangible experiences such as conversations with
travel mates, informal exchanges with co-travellers, window gazing and people watching.

Slow tourism literature shows that the predilection for a slower mode of travel frequently
comes alongside environmentally-friendly travel concerns in general. A point of contact that
allows to connect slow tourism with responsible travelling and bring this paper into focus.

From a sustainable mobility perspective, the responsible traveller is someone who is
willing to replace her/his old mobility habits with more sustainable alternatives, mainly based
on the fact that for him/her a more environmentally-friendly lifestyle represents an
aspirational goal [23]. The perception of environmental threats is indeed a key factor when it
comes to pushing individuals to opt for greener modes of transport [24]. In the current context
of growing global concern over the effects of climate change — including the so-called eco-
anxiety [25], [26] i.e. the spreading anxiety associated with the negative effects of the
ecological crisis — and based on the lower carbon footprint of the train as opposed to other
modes of transport [27], [28], responsible travellers opting for the rail are likely to grow in
numbers. Quite illustrative is the case of Sweden: in parallel with the rise and spread of the
flight shame movement, the train bragging movement is taking hold in the country [26], [29].
As for dissemination and awareness raising on a larger scale, the global press is publishing
more and more articles on the possibility to shift from the plane to the rail and the immediate
environmental benefits of it, for example [30]-[32].

How responsible travelling is not just about travelling greener, though, is testified to by
the feedback given by flight shame-movement train travellers in Sweden [29], the
aforementioned literature on slow tourism [18]-[21] and studies on green tourists, for
example [33], [34]. When responsible travellers engage on a leisure journey, there is evidence
that they tend to prefer and enjoy unconventional tourism experiences: they stay in eco-
friendly accommodation and seek activities with low impact on the environment and eco-
friendly accommodation, they care about local culture and local products and they value the
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time spent in interacting with the locals. In short, their attitude seems to go beyond the
environmental concerns and encompass all facets of sustainability.

Looking at the way traditional train companies are trying to take responsible travellers on
board is the purpose of this paper.

3 METHODOLOGY

This paper analyses the strategies and marketing tools, as well as the dedicated products and
services, through which traditional train companies are targeting and attracting responsible
travellers. The analysis covers three national train companies operating in Europe: the Société
Nationale des Chemins de Fer (SNCF) in France, the Swiss Federal Railways (SBB-CFF-
FFS) and Trenitalia-Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane (Trenitalia) in Italy. The author singled out
these three traditional European train operators based on his familiarity with the rail system
in the respective countries and on the languages used in the companies’ websites, reports and
promotional materials.

The case study analysis takes into account each operator’s most recent corporate
sustainability strategy, business-to-consumer (B2C) website, and digital or printed
promotional material provided to potential or actual passengers. All these sources have
undergone consultation and review, in an effort to understand if the three train companies
have actually envisaged and implemented specific actions and initiatives for reaching out to
responsible travellers.

The findings of the case study analysis will be discussed and some conclusions will be
drawn.

4 FINDINGS
The results of the case study analysis have been articulated into three separate sections. The
first section will show how each company’s corporate sustainability strategy deals with
responsible travellers. The second section will illustrate through what channels the three
companies are reaching out to responsible travellers. The last section will look at the products
and services specifically dedicated to responsible travellers.

4.1 Responsible travellers from a corporate sustainability perspective

It must be said that responsible travellers as such are not mentioned explicitly in any of the
three analysed corporate sustainability strategies [35]-[37]. However, the three train
companies are clearly committed to both promoting sustainable mobility practices and
meeting the expectations of a growing number of environmentally concerned consumers.
Another common element of the three corporate sustainability strategies is the reference
made to the Paris Agreement on Climate Change and the UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development with its 17 Sustainable Development Goals.

In terms of promoting sustainable mobility practices, the three companies are investing in
specific environmental targets such as the gradual reduction of energy, water and waste
consumption and the promotion of green procurement and circular-economy solutions. A set
of indicators to monitor the achievement of these environmental targets has been put in place.
Moreover, the three operators are raising awareness about the train’s relative low carbon
emissions — in comparison, for example, with the plane. Through some partnership
arrangements with external companies, and in order to minimise the journey’s overall carbon
footprint, the three companies are also giving their customers the option of combining
different low-emission modes of transport, e.g. train for long distances and road public
transportation for urban or local displacements, directly on their online booking platforms.
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In particular, the SBB-CFF-FFS stresses the importance of proposing captivating discounted
fares to individual passengers with access to private cars or other more polluting alternatives.
Further proof of the commitment to actively promoting sustainability is Trenitalia’s yearly
campaign Treno Verde (“Green Train), which, in cooperation with the Italian environmental
protection association Legambiente, encourages environmentally-friendly practices on board
a dedicated train [38].

From a marketing perspective, most of the above-mentioned measures and initiatives are
a way to attract new customers and/or reinforce the loyalty of regular or long-term users. No
doubt that the target audience comprises environmentally concerned customers, who also
constitute the target audience of other initiatives within the companies’ marketing plans. As
a way of example, the SNCF works to meet the expectations of environmentally conscious
customers by serving local organic food on board some of its trains, while Trenitalia
encourages slow tourism by revitalising historic railways promoting local culture and local
food tradition. Unfortunately, no figures or subscribers’ evaluation forms are reported and
published in the corporate sustainability strategy of either company, and the same applies to
SBB-CFF-FFS.

4.2 Ways to reach out to responsible travellers

The channels through which the three companies seek to reach out to responsible travellers
do not essentially differ from the well-established hooks deployed to captivate conventional
users, i.e. app, phone number, social media, train station counters, travel agencies, B2C
website. All these tools give the opportunity to ask for information and perform bookings. In
particular, the B2C website of each of the three companies [39]-[41] is available in several
languages and tends to adapt highlights and bargains to the user-selected language. For
example, by choosing English as website browsing language, the web user and potential
customer is displayed travelling options mainly tailored to non-domestic international
travellers. In the case of SNCF and Trenitalia, content customisation applies also to languages
other than English: for instance, when consulting the SNCF B2C website in Italian, the train
connections between Italy and France come out among the first results. For the time being,
what appears to be missing is the customisation of content based on the type of travellers and
their main features. In an attempt to become more user-friendly, though, the homepage of the
SBB-CFF-FFS’ B2B website allows for the selection of the desired travel experience (i.e.
city trips, wellness, festivals, etc.), so as to orient the user and adapt the content.

The three train operators reach out to customers also through printed materials: the SBB-
CFF-FFS publishes printed brochures and information leaflets, as well as an on-board
magazines; the SNCF seems to invest more in information leaflets, whereas Trenitalia mainly
counts on on-board magazines available on long-distance high-speed trains. According to the
promotional printed material collected by the author, most information on sustainable
mobility and sustainable travelling can be found in the on-board magazines: from enjoyable
articles suggesting natural immersion gateways to visual adverts for cultural discovery
weekends.

Speaking of promotion of sustainable mobility practices, it is worth reporting Trenitalia’s
commitment to informing their high-speed passengers of the estimated amount of kilograms
of carbon dioxide saved thanks to her/his choice to take the train instead of the car or the
plane. The amount of saved CO; is revealed on both Trenitalia’s digital and printed version
of the train ticket.
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4.3 Products and services tailored to responsible travellers

On top of conventional train tickets, the three train companies taken into consideration in this
study are giving then train traveller the opportunity to build up a full — and green — tourism
experience by proposing additional multi-operator and multi-experience travel combinations.
Multi-operator and multi-experience combinations which are often the result of some
partnership agreements with external providers and comprise hotel booking, car rentals,
luggage shipping or even car-/bike-/scooter-sharing in a given geographical area. SBB-CFF-
FFS and Trenitalia go even further, by proposing the direct booking of museum tickets and
guided tours.

The provision of environmentally- and user-friendly options, e.g. combination of train and
other low-emission travel or cultural experiences, show how the three train companies strive
to open up rail tourism in general and responsible rail travellers more in particular. The three
companies’ awareness of the preferences of responsible travellers can be inferred from the
analysis of their corporate sustainability strategy, with relevance given to aspects like the
provision of locally-sourced organic food on board (SNCF) and the discovery of regional
culture and traditions through the revitalisation of historic railways (Trenitalia). In the case
of SBB-CFF-FFS, the care for sustainable travelling is reflected in both the B2C website and
the printed materials, where the Swiss operator adverts day tours or short holidays by rail
evoking nature, eco-friendly activities and responsible tourism in general.

5 DISCUSSION

The analysis of the sustainability strategy, the B2C website and the promotional material of
the three train companies considered in the context of this paper shows that train operators
have become aware of the growing concern over climate change and environmental
protection. It can be said that train companies are committed to actively contributing to the
implementation of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement on
Climate Change. In line with this, they have set targets for on-board energy, water and waste
reduction and they have developed specific indicators to monitor and assess the achievement
of these targets. Awareness-raising initiatives — such as the promotion of sustainable mobility
practices through their on-board magazines — have been also elaborated and implemented.

In addition to raising awareness about environmental issues, these steps towards
sustainability can also be looked at as powerful marketing tools to attract new customers
and/or increase the loyalty of existing ones. In times of growing global concern over the
effects of climate change and eco-anxiety, rail operators seem to be willing to capitalise on
the environmentally-friendly reputation of modern trains. To emphasise the low carbon
footprint of train travelling as opposed to cars or planes is an influential way to reach out to
responsible travellers, i.e. travellers not only fighting for green mobility but also looking for
slower, sustainable and locally-embedded tourism opportunities.

The channels used by train companies to get in contact and interact with responsible
travellers are the same as the ones used to dialogue with conventional customers, i.e. apps,
phone numbers, social medias, train station counters, travel agencies, the B2C website and
digital or printed promotional materials. Although not specifically designed for responsible
travellers, these channels display very interesting products and services for tourists planning
sustainable trips or even vacations. This can be the case of cultural discovery train journeys
offers and train- and bike-sharing combinations. In spite of all this, though, it is difficult — if
not impossible — at this stage to gather figures on how many travellers are buying or
considering buying these products and services.
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The information currently available in the sources consulted by the author in the context
of this research does not allow for a comprehensive analysis of the size and evolution of the
responsible rail tourism market segment. Corporate reports limit themselves to presenting
figures related to train rides and train passengers in general, without indicating the reasons,
motivations or purposes behind individual or group trips. This might depend on the lack of
surveys and questionnaires aimed at collecting and clustering users’ features. Moreover, the
companies’ B2C websites do not provide for user-dedicated access or content, thus limiting
customised content to language-driven results only.

6 CONCLUSION
The growing global concern over the effects of climate change is seriously affecting people’s
preferences in terms of mobility. Despite the step back in the use of public transport in the
short term mainly due to COVID-19 [42], sustainable modes of transport are expected to
come out on top in the long term. In addition to opting for more environmentally-friendly
means of transport, though, responsible travellers are also looking for slower, locally-
embedded and overall sustainable tourism experiences.

This work has shown that traditional train companies are aware of the considerable
potential of the train in attracting responsible travellers. They have set environmental targets
and they are actively raising awareness about the lower carbon footprint of train trips as
opposed to other mobility options. Furthermore, on their conventional ticket booking
platforms they are offering a number of complementary products and services, e.g. train and
bike combinations and historic railway journeys, likely to catch the eye of both ordinary
tourists and responsible travellers.

Yet, conventional train companies like the ones examined within the framework of this
paper do not seem to be fully equipped to identify the needs of responsible travellers and
monitor the evolution of their market segment. The figures published by train operators report
on train rides and train passengers only, without specifying the train users’ characteristics
and reasons for travelling. To the same extent, no online survey or any similar tool have
helped to profile the visitors and users of the companies’ B2C website. Such an initiative
could certainly lead to more targeted marketing decisions.

Train operators would certainly benefit from further research on the topic, too. There is a
need for analysis of more case studies on rail tourism, if possible including interviews with
both train operators’ managers and users. Interviews with train companies’ managers in
particular should aim to deepen the knowledge about (i) the current and future strategies
targeting responsible travellers, (ii) the potential networking and partnership activities with
specialised tour operators, and (iii) the measures and indicators used to monitor the
performance of responsible travellers-related initiatives.
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