
IIID: Traffic & Transport 2011 - Use of Facebook and 
Twitter by Public Transport operators and 

authorities in a time of crisis

11 of 19of 19

Use of                  and             by Use of                  and             by 
Public Transport operators and Public Transport operators and 

authorities in a time of crisisauthorities in a time of crisis

Experience from the UK and Ireland

John Austin



22 of 19of 19IIID: Traffic & Transport 2011 - Use of Facebook and 
Twitter by Public Transport operators and 

authorities in a time of crisis

UK & Ireland PT Travel Info providersUK & Ireland PT Travel Info providers
Great Britain (England, Scotland, Wales)

Heavy Rail:
• National Rail Enquiry Service
• Train Operating Companies
Air: Airlines and Airports, as elsewhere 
Coach: Operators (main is National Express)
Bus / Light Rail / Trams:
• Operators (in ‘normal’ operations some bus operators don’t get much 

involved apart from t/ts and special offers)
• Local Authorities (and LA Partnerships) (London – elsewhere only in part)
• Traveline (regional system) is main source normally (‘local travel’)
Transport Direct overall

Northern Ireland
Translink for most non-air services

Ireland
Bus and coach operators: Dublin Bus, Bus Éireann, Aircoach etc.
Rail: Iarnród Éireann
Light Rail: Luas
Air: as elsewhere
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Crisis timelineCrisis timeline
In Context: followed a very bad winter in 2009-10
Cold weather from 22nd Nov, snowfalls from 24th Nov
• NE and Scotland most affected immediately
• Temperatures plummeted 26th November - 27th: Ireland severe
• North of England very bad

2nd December: London / SE badly affected 
9th December: thaw
From 16th December: new cold front, followed by (e.g.)
• Heavy snow
• Extreme weather warning NI
• M5 gridlock
• Coach passengers had to stay overnight at Birmingham
• Overnight temperatures as low as -8oC in SE

The UK’s December the coldest since 1910
Thaw began by New Year; slow recovery
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Social Media can give good disruption infoSocial Media can give good disruption info

Personal
• or at least selective
Can be in Real Time (or very near) 
Allows responses
• both bilateral and multilateral
Harnesses the power of the group
Tweets can be very specific and timely

BUT:
Keys are:
• getting the ‘core’ information correct to the level of 

customer expectation
• having local information control integrated with 

operational control
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What makes SM viable in disruption?What makes SM viable in disruption?
Smartphone ownership and use

OfCom Communications Market Report 
2011 
• Huge growth in smartphone numbers in year since 

last CMR
• 27% of UK adults now claim to own one
• Almost half (47%) of all teens (aged 12-15) have 

a smartphone
• 59% bought their phone in the past year
• Volume of data over UK’s mobile networks rose by 

67% in 2010
• Activities that were traditionally PC/laptop based 

are now commonly conducted on a smartphone
• Social Networking done regularly by 62% of 

teenage smartphone users
• Even 40% of adult smartphone users do Social 

Networking frequently on smartphones

Source: http://www.ofcom.org.uk
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Mobile growthMobile growth
Facebook’s mobile functionality has been 
continually increasing

• Launched 2006

• Sep 2009: 65 m users worldwide 
(each month)

• Feb 2010: 100m users worldwide

• Now > 250m users

• Facebook mobile messaging app 
launched August 2011

• People that use Facebook on their 
mobile devices are twice as active on 
Facebook than non-mobile users

UK UK FacebookFacebook users (millions) (total)users (millions) (total)
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Started March 2006

Traffic notoriously hard to measure

Dick Costolo (CEO): Twitter’s aim is to "Instantly connect people 
everywhere to what's most meaningful to them." 

Twitter a good platform for quick messages about 
disruption

40% of tweets originate on a mobile device (‘Guardian’ March 
2011)
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UK and IrelandUK and Ireland
Areas most affected where Social 

Media was used prominently
1 Scotland central belt

Lothian Buses; First Glasgow; Traveline Scotland, Tactran

2 North East
Go North East; Arriva NE; Traveline NE

3 Yorkshire
First W, N & SY; Arriva Y; Metro (WYPTE); Transdev

4 Nottingham area
TrentBarton; Nottingham City Transport

5 Reading
Reading Transport

6 London and the South East
Metrobus

7 Wiltshire / Hampshire / Dorset area
Wilts & Dorset; Southern Vectis

8 South West
First D&C, Plymouth Citybus

Plus National Rail universally, plus several TOCs

Plus Iarnród Éireann
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SM SM ‘‘disruptiondisruption’’ use by different modesuse by different modes
Rail
• Direct feeds from National Rail Enquiries
• But PIDD didn’t work fully, plus DARWIN not ready
• Plus train-planning not fully co-ordinated with pre-planning  
• NRES performed but its components weren’t all giving correct info
• So Twitter feeds (inc. from TOCs) were really valuable

Air
• Disruption info (or link) sent from Twitter site which was really there 

for marketing
Birmingham Airport, bmibaby

Coach
• National Express 

Bus
• Varied widely between regions and between operators in the same 

region
Authorities (and Authority Partnerships)
• Generally left to Traveline – response varied greatly 
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The 3 types of bus operator responseThe 3 types of bus operator response
1. Social Media used as 

essential medium for 
delivering timely 
information on disruption
• Generally, those operators that 

see marketing as a high 
priority, particularly those which 
emphasise brands
a) Twitter to Facebook: mostly 

‘push’ only
b) Only Twitter: mostly include 

two-way
2.Social Media used but 

only as an information 
supplement: may not 
be integrated closely 
with operations  

3.Social Media not used

Copyright : Nottingham City TransportCopyright : Nottingham City Transport
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Go North East during the crisis (1)Go North East during the crisis (1)

100 to 200 tweets per day. 
Nearly all related to disruption

Link to separate Posts pages on 
Facebook giving area info

Q&A on website about Facebook
page

During the crisis Website seemed 
to be sub-ordinate to Facebook

Drivers’ reports come in from 
0530: Facebook page updated 
from just after 0600, from 3 
control centres. Updated 
regularly as morning picture 
emerges, and through the day
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Go North East (2)Go North East (2)

Extract from website Q&A page.  Plus:Extract from website Q&A page.  Plus:

““During severe weather conditions or During severe weather conditions or 
during other major incidents during other major incidents FacebookFacebook is is 
proving an extremely valuable way of proving an extremely valuable way of 
keeping customers informedkeeping customers informed””

Though shortly after Q&A page was Though shortly after Q&A page was 
written written FacebookFacebook went into went into ““meltdownmeltdown””

5,000 fans Sep 20105,000 fans Sep 2010

25,000 Dec 201025,000 Dec 2010

38,000 June 201138,000 June 2011

38,500 Aug 201138,500 Aug 2011

MultiMulti--disciplinary team leads disciplinary team leads FacebookFacebook
site, plus about 10 staff adding site, plus about 10 staff adding 
information received from Service information received from Service 
Delivery Centres, incl. the MDDelivery Centres, incl. the MD
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Twitter sample activityTwitter sample activity
'Non-personal' Tweets per week
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Arriva Trains Wales
Iarnród Éireann

NRE South Eastern
Traveline Scotland

First Devon & Cornwall

Metrobus
Reading Transport

Cardiff Bus
Centrebus

First West & North Yorkshire

Nottingham City Transport
Bus Éireann

Birmingham Airport
Aer Arann

BMIbaby
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Global Bus Disruption information postsGlobal Bus Disruption information posts

MetrobusMetrobus had used had used FacebookFacebook in Winter 2009in Winter 2009--1010

Metrobus Service Update Bulletins: No. on Facebook per day 
(0001 - 2400)
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11 /12 /2 010
13 /12 /2 010
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23 /12 /2 010

Updates were All services at first: then  Updates were All services at first: then  
restricted to nonrestricted to non--London servicesLondon services
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More Sample More Sample ‘‘conversationsconversations’’

Questions may get answered by 
others

Not every question gets 
answered

Source: Bluestar Facebook ‘wall’

December 18th  2010
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LongLong--term effect on SM strategiesterm effect on SM strategies

The crisis served to:  
Create a ‘pool’ of supporters
Cause consideration of different markets, not 
just young people 
Showed that young people are a target that 
can be reached
Raise perceived value of Social Media outputs 
(e.g. Twitter RT feeds)
Encouraged multiple displays: e.g. Twitter 
display alongside Journey Planners
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Lessons for the next weather crisisLessons for the next weather crisis
Integrate information streams / processes
Don’t neglect other media
Continue to ‘nurture’ Social Media fans / 
followers
Be aware of the next technology consumer-
product ‘leap’: consider how operational and 
information systems can relate to that
Be prepared
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ConclusionsConclusions
Social Media is a natural tool for giving bus & local 
travel information during Disruption (compared to 
use on other modes)
• Bus service disruption has very specific local effects
• Ability of bus operators to give complete information by 

other means is limited
• Specific Real-time information throughout journey has 

more ‘use’ than it has for other modes: mobile-based SM 
tools can be used throughout bus journey (to give 
and receive)

• Bus market is generally younger than for rail 

But Social Media works best where Operator or 
Agency has:
• Commitment to relate to customers
• A commitment to clear brand marketing
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THANK YOUTHANK YOU
John AustinJohn Austin
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