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Abstract 

Public transport systems face the challenge of attracting users to fight the lost in 
market share, mostly due to the increasing use of private cars. Therefore, the 
concepts of ‘quality’ and ‘customer’ must change and the focus must be on 
meeting people’s needs. At the same time, transport systems should be flexible 
enough to respond to changes in people’s requirements and needs. Thus, the aim 
for public transport must be enhancing quality of the service. This requires a 
clear understanding of travel behaviour and consumer needs and expectations.  

Accordingly, there is an increasing awareness of the importance of including 
service quality indicators and quality specifications in contracts between 
operators and public transport authorities. The development of quality measures 
in the designing of contracts for public transport raises important aspects that 
must be considered. 

This paper examines issues concerning the definition of service quality 
measures for public transport. This will give a better understanding of pertinent 
questions and of improvement strategies open to public transport management. 
Next, it outlines some critical aspects that must be considered when including 
such measures in contracts between operators and public transport authorities. 
Keywords: service quality, public transport, car, travel behaviour, market 
segmentation, contracts. 

1 Introduction 

In the last decades the levels of mobility have increased substantially in all 
European countries (MOTIF [1]). This raises concern about increasing car use 
growth and the implications of this in terms of congestion and pollution. Another 
important feature to be considered in decision making concerning transport is the 
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current and changing nature of society and lifestyles. It is necessary to promote 
measures that can reduce private transport dependence and increase public 
transport use. This is not an easy task because there is an underlying resistance of 
people to move from private to public transport (STIMULUS [2]). 

Public transport systems need to become more market oriented and 
competitive. This requires an improvement of service quality, which can only be 
achieved by a clear understanding of travel behaviour and consumer needs and 
expectations. Therefore, it becomes essential to measure the level of service in 
order to identify the potential strengths and weaknesses of public systems. This 
can provide clues to public transport management in the process of evaluating 
alternative service improvements aimed at enhancing user satisfaction and 
increasing market share.  

The need to improved service quality contributed to changing public 
transport. This has occurred in a number of European countries at a legal and 
organizational level. During the last decade contracting and competitive 
tendering have spread, being an important feature of the reform of organizational 
frameworks in European public transport (Van de Velde [3]). 

Initially, these changes have been focused on price, which, in some 
situations, downgraded the quality of the service (QUATTRO [4]). This led to 
the need of defining and including service quality specifications in competitive 
tender and contracts. However developing accurate and valid measures of service 
quality is a complex task, since it deals with perceptions and attitudes. Hence, 
gaining a better understanding of consumer’s perceptions of quality of the 
service provided by public transport is important. Also, developing quality 
measures in the designing of contracts for public transport raises important 
aspects. Quality must be unambiguously specified and monitored.  

This paper examines issues concerning the definition of service quality 
measures for public transport. The focus must be placed on the consumer 
perspective. This will give a better understanding of pertinent questions and of 
improvement strategies open to public transport management. Next, it outlines 
some critical aspects that must be considered when including such measures in 
contracts between operators and public transport authorities. 

2 Measuring service quality 

The measurement of service quality remains a challenging and important 
research area with practical implications for service providers, Hensher et al. [5]. 
Considering public transport, both operators and authorities need to understand 
how consumers evaluate the quality of the service. However, consumer 
evaluation of quality is an abstract and elusive concept to measure, Parasuraman 
et al. [6], making difficult the development of valid and accurate constructs of 
service quality. It deals with abstract and intangible attributes, such as safety and 
comfort, which are not easily measured.  

From the service providers perspective is essential to identify the most 
important attributes of service quality that are perceived by current and potential 
users’. This is the only way to attract more users. However, the specification of a 
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set of relevant attributes is complex (Prioni and Hensher [7]). In addition, it is 
important to identify their relative importance to user’s satisfaction. For instance 
research has shown that reliability (being on time) is a decisive factor [5, 8–11]. 
The problem is not so much with the waiting, but with the uncertainty of when 
the transport will arrive (König [8]). Likewise attributes, like frequency [5] and 
comfort [5, 11, 12], are also highly valued by consumers, being key elements of 
consumer satisfaction. Other attributes found as having major negative impact on 
consumer satisfaction are travel time and fare level (Hensher et al. [5]). 

Although those attributes are usually considered very important, others may 
also have a positive effect on satisfaction and can represent a great potential for 
improvement. For instance, service providers should make available clear and 
simple information [9, 12]. Likewise, the driver assumes an important role in 
consumer contact [9,12]. Aspects related to vehicle conditions, (for instance 
cleanliness) are also meaningful for users [11, 13]. 

It is important to understand that different user segments evaluate the same 
service quality area differently and their satisfaction will be influenced by 
different services attributes (Andreassen [14]). As well, the needs and 
expectations of users will vary significantly between different segments of the 
market (QUATTRO [4]).  

The process of market segmentation involves the division of the market in 
several subgroups, each one with unique characteristics, instead of seeing it as 
one large homogeneous group (Thompson [15]). In public transport market 
segmentation analysis can be used to identify a number of potential segments 
with similar attitudes towards the attributes of each transport mode, both for 
current and potential users. Possible segments to explore could be the ones that 
show a stronger tendency towards public transport, like occasionally public 
transport users.  

Usually, the market is segmented according to socio-demographic variables 
and transport use (car users and public transport users). However, it seems that 
very few differences exist when only socio-demographic segmentation are taken 
into consideration (Anable [16]), or when groups are segmented according to 
transport use (STIMULUS [2]). This indicates the need of carefully identifying 
new segments of users according to the underlying psychological constrains, 
incorporating perceptions and attitudes. Several studies, using different 
approaches and techniques have made interesting advances in travel market 
segmentation [2, 16, 17]. 

3 Understanding travel behaviour 

Understanding travel behaviour and the reasons for choosing one mode of 
transport over another is an essential issue. However, travel behaviour is 
complex. For each journey, people have the choice between different transport 
modes, each one having specific characteristics, advantages and disadvantages, 
and costs. Additionally the choice of one specific transport mode can vary over 
time and with the type of journey. Thus, there are many people that use both 
public transport and private car. So, in order to reduce car use is necessary to 
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understand the underlying pattern of travel behaviour. In general, the car is the 
most attractive mode of transport (STIMULUS [2]). Convenience, speed, 
comfort and individual freedom are well known arguments (Anable [16]). This 
means that public transport needs to adjust the service to the attributes required 
by consumers in order to become more attractive and influence a modal shift 
(STIMULUS [2]). Service quality is perceived as an important determinant of 
users’ travel demand (Prioni and Hensher [7]). 

Several studies confirmed that travel behaviour is influenced by the service 
level of the transport system. However, this dependence is not directly related to 
the objective service level, but is influenced by psychological factors (Fujii and 
Kitamura [18]). Psychological factors include perceptions, attitudes and habits 
(Ajzen [19], Fujii and Garling [20], Jakobsson et al [21]). So, changing the 
psychological factors may also change travel mode choice, although the level of 
service remains the same (Fujii and Kitamura [18]).  

Hence, to attract more users to public transport system is important the 
knowledge of the psychological factors that influence mode choice and measures 
needed to reduce car dependence. Fujii and Kitamura [18] study the influence of 
offering a one-month free bus ticket on drivers’ attitudes towards bus and it 
seems to have the potential to change habit, attitude, and travel mode choice. 
Yet, other measures to reduce car use, like economic discentives do not directly 
lead to car use reduction, although it affects the motivation to plan car use 
reduction (Jakobsson et al. [21]). Therefore, in order to reduce car dependence a 
clear understanding of the natures, extent and causes is needed (Stradling [22]).  

4 Implications for public transport management 

The development of strategies to increase public transport use requires a clear 
understanding of individual consumer behaviour and a focus on consumer 
satisfaction. Also, knowledge of perceived service quality of public transport is 
essential in order to define priority areas of improvement. Such knowledge will 
guide in the development of strategies aimed at improve satisfaction with the 
service and become more attractive to users who have other alternatives like car. 
For instance, knowing the importance to users of treatment by drivers, gives 
management the information that more attention has to be put on employees 
customer contact. 

Public transport management not always full understands user’s wants and 
expectations (QUATTRO [4]). For that is necessary a market segmentation 
approach to create homogeneous segments and to be able to respond to each 
group needs. It is important to acknowledge that different people have different 
needs and are motivated by different factors. Hence they are affected in different 
ways by strategies (Anable [16]). Therefore, in the planning process the 
differences in needs and perceptions have to be recognised. Furthermore, user’s 
needs are dynamic and changes over time and it is necessary to periodically 
evaluate their evolution and adjust strategies to accommodate the relevant 
alterations.  
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Having a detailed knowledge of users is very important to retain them within 
the system. Nethertheless, understanding non-users is also crucial because we 
need to find out the primary reasons for not using public transport, and see if any 
solution to change behaviour can be implemented. One reason could be the usual 
unfavourable image associated with public transport, specially the one associated 
with the bus (Fujii et al. [23]) being important to understand the reasons beyond 
that. It is known that ease of use, flexibility and giving a sense of freedom are 
important aspects to car users (STIMULUS [2]). But this can also be a result of 
an erroneous perception of system performance. Hence, by identifying and then 
removing potential barriers to public transport usage it may be possible to 
increase demand. One strategy would be improving public transport image and 
provide the general public more information about the system, which implies 
knowing the specific relevant attributes (Tybout et al. [24]).  

Other studies [18, 25] have shown the possibility for influencing mode choice 
and alter consumer perceptions by encouraging trial through measures like 
offering free rides. This shows the potential that implementing policy measures 
which induces a temporary structural change has on increasing the habit of using 
public transport use.  

Additonaly, others approaches based on market segmentation using 
psychological factors could be used to appeal to psychological attributes, such as 
environmental concerns, to influence mode choice (Anable [16]). 

Managers must also consider information about the public transport system 
as an important marketing strategy. For example, quality improvements should 
be carefully explained, so that public is well informed about changes (and 
possible problems) introduced by new services (Friman [26]). Hence, service 
improvements should be visible by the users and properly communicated.  

Furthermore, for transport operators the identification of key service quality 
attributes, not under their directly control is also valuable to influence both 
transport and local authorities in order to improve public transport attractiveness 
(Hensher et al. [5]). The priority must be on implementing measures that 
facilitates public transport circulation. 

5 Quality in public transport contracts 

In the last three decades a number of European countries have experienced 
significant changes in the legal and organizational frameworks of public 
transport. Several regulatory regimes varying both in scope and level of control 
are in practice in urban public transport in Europe. Generally, the organizational 
frameworks can be identified in three main categories: regulated (publicly owned 
companies, limited competition models and, deregulated (free market models) 
(Isotope [27]).  

In Europe the dominant position is assumed by publicly owned companies. 
Yet, one of the main characteristics presented in the reform of organisational 
forms in European public transport is incontestably the spread of contracting, 
mostly in combination with competitive tendering (Van de Velde [28]).  
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Typically, competitive tendering tends to focus on cost reduction (Hensher 
and Stanley [29], Johansen et al. [30]). The aim was usually to maintain the 
existing level of service, but at a lower cost (QUATTRO [4]). Apparently, in 
public bus transport cost reductions are high (Domberger and Rimmer [31], 
Muren [32]). While cost efficiency gains are very important, a specified level of 
service quality must be assured to avoid the degradation of service quality. The 
inclusion of quality requirements on public transport contracts is still being 
developed and improved, as new types of contract are enforced and evaluated. In 
some cases, the level of service provided has not been able to adapt to market 
requirements. The actual challenge is not to deliver the service at the least cost, 
but to develop the best possible service in line with economic constraints 
(Johansen et al. [30]). This points the need for carefully performance 
specification of the intended operation in order to allocate the roles and 
responsibilities between the contracting parties. 

Generally, the contracts include at least some quality requirements, but they 
often refer to technical specifications, such as vehicles characteristics. In 
countries where tendering is more advanced, the quality requirements are linked 
to pre-fixed values within a bonus/penalty system. This contract often establishes 
methods for measuring, assessment and control, such as customer satisfaction 
survey and inspections (QUATTRO [4]). 

The challenge is to develop valid service quality indicators that can be 
incorporated into a performance assessment system. This system should measure 
service effectiveness from a user perspective, although valuable both to operators 
and authorities. For the operators it can give an improved understanding of 
consumers’ perceptions and the relative importance of service quality attributes. 
For authorities is a way to assess the performance (Prioni and Hensher [7]). 

It is essential to consider several issues when introducing quality 
requirements in contracts. Firstly, they must be simple and achievable (Hensher 
and Prioni [33]). Also, in the design of contracts a number of quality 
requirements can be included, but it is essential that they are under the operator 
control. For instance, waiting facilities can be important to users, but they 
usually belong as a responsibility of local authorities. In addition, is important to 
establish specific levels and standards of the service the operator must provide to 
the public and the methods to monitor performance rigorously and effectively. A 
usual method to evaluate performance is a customer satisfaction survey, 
associated with penalties and incentives.  

It is also important that authorities have enforcement and incentive 
mechanisms to assure the application of the contract. Domberger and Fernandez 
[34] analysed the performance of services contracted out by the public sector to 
private sector organisations. They found that contracts where performance 
monitoring was adopted had on average better results on service quality ratings 
by the public. Therefore the pressure of a performance assessment system pushes 
quality of service to higher standards. 

Experience shows that the introduction of quality requirements in contracts 
can be a way to improve quality in public transport service. However, different 
types of contracts and competitive tenders have been introduced across Europe 
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showing different results and pointing the need to a detailed evaluation of 
previous experiences. 

6 Conclusion 

Public transport faces the challenge of increasing competition. In order to be an 
attractive alternative to private car public transport must continuously improve 
its quality and services delivered to the market. A key factor in achieving this 
goal is to have highly satisfied users. This implies to grasp their needs and 
expectations and to be able to satisfy them on regularly bases. Therefore, public 
transport has to become more consumer oriented. 

Across Europe different changes in the legal and organizational frameworks 
of public transport are occurring. The decrease in public transport market share 
led to the increasing introduction of quality indicators into competitive tendering 
and contracting procedures with the objective of increasing the effectiveness of 
public transport through the delivery of higher quality services (see QUATTRO 
[4]). Yet, in order to be successful and obtain the intended results, new issues 
must be considered. For instance, the definition of valid measures for service 
quality (considering the perspective of users) should be incorporated in a 
performance assessment system. 

On other words, public transport authorities and operators must develop 
coordinated strategies, tactics and operational measures to enhance service 
quality. The authors think that, the increase of public transport use can only be 
based on a clear understanding and focus on the market.  
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