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Is There a Public Mandate for AMTRAK?
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A major finding of this study of a massive cross-section of
3,000 Americans 18 years of age and over, plus an oversample to provide
an analysis of 1,000 people who have traveled 100 miles one way by
train in the past 12 months, is that there is a clear and decisive
public mandate for providing and continuing and improving inter-city
passenger train travel in the United States,

There is general recognition that "along with airline, bus,
and car travel, train travel between cities is a very important part
of America's transportation system,'" a view held by 73-197 among all
of the public. By almost an equivalent 75-15%, a solid majority also
feel that "long distance passenger travel is important, because it
might be needed in case of a national emergency." An even higher 82-10%
agree with the basic proposition that "many people prefer to take a
train for a pleasure or business trip, and they should have the
opportunity to travel this way." The ultimate essentiality of rail-
roads was agreed to by a massive 90-47 who believe that "although people
take the trains for granted, many of the vital producﬁs this countrv
produces and uses are transported by train."

Yef the mandate is not confined to seeing the absolute

necessity of trains as freight transportation. The inter-city passenger



dimension 1is powerfully backed by the public as well, When asked for their
priorities on national transportation policy, a majority of 56% of the
public opted as "very important' a policy of '"developing fast, comfortable,
inter-city passenger trains." Almost as many, 54%, also thought a "very
important" priority was "improving the quality and availability of rail
passenger travel for passengers on trips 300 miles or more one way."
A higher priority in national transportation policy was given passenger
rail service of 100 miles or more one way than was given to "improving the
quality and availability of bus transportation, 'building new airport
facilities," and "developing new and faster methods of air travel.,"

There are distinct envirommental advantages seen in sustaining

and rebuilding the nation's passenger rail business., For example, by

56-14%, it is generally recognized by a majority & the public that of all

ma jor forms of transportation, "railroads pollute the least." And withthe
nation's fuel supplies running low, it is also recognized by 52-13% that the
railroads use less fuel than any other form of tramsportation.

By 45-39%, the public feels that the federal govermment has a
direct responsibility to see that rail passenger service is maintained omn
routes between major cities, Majorities of the public, in sharp contrast,
do nd believe that the federal government has similar responsibilities for
the matntenance of air or bus services on an inter-city basis. What is more,
by 53-30%, the public also believes that "the federal government has a
responsibility to see that vital and important passenger services are improved."

A pivotal question, of course, in this by now clear public mandate
for a federal role in insuring the continuance of passenger rail service is
whether the American people are willing to endure a sustained period of

subaidies to rebuild the passenger travel service in the country. By
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64-22%, a sizeable majority agreed that "even with federal subsidies, it is
worth it to have train travel for passengers between major cities available."
To test the viabilityof the subsidy question thoroughly, the public was also
presented withthe proposition,"if railroads have to depend on the federal
government to make up their losses, then we ought to do away with all
passenger travel 100 miles or more one way.'" This proposition was rejected

by a clear 49-327 margin,

Buttressing this general support for federal subsidies, the
public made the mandate more specific when, by 69-19%, a solid majority
backed the idea of ''federal assistance in providing railroads with leans
to buy new equipment." By 44-407, a plurality even favored the open-ended
proposition that federal assistance be provided "to cover operating costs.”
By a higher 56-27%, a majority supported "federal investment for fundamental
changes in tracks and equipment that would improve train travel." By
60-25%, another sizable majority would back major '"federal investment to
make American passenger train travel as good as any in the world."

Finally, when asked about the consequences of ending passenger
train travel between many clties as a result of making no money on runs,
by an overwhelming 72-9%, a big majority of the public rendered the judgment
that such a move would definitely create "more harm than good."

Up to this point in time, 317 of the public is familiar with the
existence of AMTRAK, However, among those who have heard about the new
inter-city rail organization are 1included a much higher 517 of the most
affluent people earning incomes of 315,000 and over, 507 of the college
educated, 57% of the people who travel by train, and 637 of the heavy
business travelers, These people are divided today on giving AMIRAK
positive marks. Mgre significantly, this same knowledgeable group expressed
the view that "AMTRAK will be able to improve the quality of service between

cities in passenger rail service" by a thumping margin of 65-21%.



Observation:

It is patently apparent from these results that there is a
powerful mandate in the country for massive federal assis-
tance to keep inter-city passenger rail facilities afloat,
and, more thanthat, to see that such service is improved

a great deal, What is more, the initial reaction to the
concept of AMTRAK is essentially positive. 1In additioen,
there is much hope that AMTRAK's stated objectives of up-
grading rail service will be realized,

This rather massive public support for the AMIRAK approach is
all the more significant, for the current period this

country is going through is c haracterized by a dominant-
public mood of deep suspicion ofpearly all major institutions
and certainly no widespread public cry for more federal
participation in many areas of national life., Nonetheless,
the evidence is clear that one major exception the Amer ican
people would like to make 1s that the federal govermment be-
come deeply involved in support of and the rebuilding of the
nation's passenger service on an inter-city basis,

Where Inter-City Rail Passenger Service Stands Today

The obvious, major question stemming from this solid public
mandate is: can AMTRAK generate a market demand for inter-city passenger
train service sufficient to make such service profitable aml viable
economically? The bulk of this sirvey is devoted to assessing this
question and in testing the waters to see i inter-city rail passenger
service is a feasible proposition,

On the basis of the objective facts about today's market for
pagsenger service by train 100 miles or more one way, the ocutlook might
well look bleak from some of the major findings of this survey. For
example, compared with the 687 of the public who took a trip 100 miles
or more one way by car in the past 12 months, 23% who took a similar trip
by air, and 11% who went that distance by bus, only a very small 4% of the
American people wént by rail on a trip 100 miles or mre one way in the

last 12 months, Incidentally,in an analysis of the key groups in the

population who make up the mobile segments supporting the travel market,




three emerge as the heart of today's and tomorrow's traveling public:
young people under 30, those who have had a college education, and

people earning $15,000 and over. This does not mean that public travel
facilities should not be available and capable of servicing all groups

in the population, However, in terms of mobility and growth of passenger

traffic, the above three groups will represent the heart of the future

market in the next five years.

Not only does passenger train travel lag far behimd other
competitive modes in terms of current travel practices, but when asked
their expectations over the next few years, the public offered a
disappointing outlook for the future of inter=city rail service demand.

A sizable 637 of the public said it expected to travel by air more in the
near-term future, while only 9% said less. In the case of car travel on
trips 100 miles or more one way, 457 said they expected to use their

autos more, with only 14% using it less., Bus travel appears to be in

some trouble, with only 13% expecting to use this mode of transportation
more for trips, compared with a much higher 37% who expect to use buses less.

Finally, in the case of using trains for trips 100 miles or more
one way, only 15% expected to use them more in the next few years, while a
much higher 487 expect to use them less, The picture among the under 30
group at first glance appears to be even more bleak: 547 less and only
147, more for train travel; among the college educated, 497 less and only
177 wore; among the $15,000 and over group, 53% less and 15% more.

Overall, air travel received a massive 80-107% positive rating
on the service it renders in trips 100 miles or more one way, while car
travel is rated 79-19% positive, Bus service, however, over the same

distance 1is rated 38-53% negative, Train travel 100 miles or more one
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way comes up with a better overall 48-40% rating on the positive side.
However, among the young, train travel is no better than a 44-447 stand-
off; among the college educated, train travel comes up with a 41-497%
negative rating; and among the $15,000 and over group, train travel is
rated an even lower 32~55% negative,

When asked directly about inter-city passenger travel by train,
by 62-13% a majority o f the American public 18 years of age and over agreed
that "passenger train travel just is not what it used to be." By 52-30%
another majority complained that "inter-city trains don't go where I want
to go." By 51-29% a majority feel that "train stations are inconveniently
located, don't have adequate facilities, such as parking," By 41-20%, the
public believes that "service and food on inter-city trains is not what it
should be,” By a narrow 38-37%, the public also thinks that "passenger cars
are dirty, uncomfortable, and in poor repair." And by 37-36%, a plurality
also hold the view that '"railroads don't care about their passengers, and
want service eliminated,"

" Given this rather extensive list of grievances and complaints about
the inter-city rail service, it iz little wonder that the railroad industry
is viewed in a dominantly negative light by the American people. When given
an ample list of positive and negative attributes, the public came up with
essentlally positive views about the airline, automotive, and motel industries.
But when asked an identical list about railroads, here are the ﬁost frequently
selected descriptions: "out of date" (347), "backward management'" (28%1), "a bad
financial investment” (21%), "poor labor relations" (21%.), "poor quality
services" (20%), "cold and impersonal" (15%). Positive attributes for the
railroad industry could score no higher than these specifics: "public spirited"
{9%), "highly competitive" (8%), "modern and progressive'" (8%), "forward-
looking management"” (7%), "good financial investment” (6%), "high quality

service" (6%), and "good labor relations" (6%).
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In addition, when thepublic was asked about a number of specific
services rendered by inter-city passenger rail capabilities, negatives
continued to crop out: by 41-35%, the pubilc was negative about the ability
of trains to "reach their destinations quickly'", indicating that any attempts
to match the speed of airplanes would be a severe uphill road all the way.
When asked to rate the railroads ontheir "flexibility on when to leave,"
the rating came up 42-25% negative, On "having good quality food available,"
train travel was given a 39-32% negative'rating. On hving "good food
available at a reasonable price," the public's marks for train travel were
again negative by 36-23%. Finally, on the dimension of having "modern

washroow facilities," the result was no better than a 33-337 stand-off,

Observation:

If what has been reported up to now were the only evidence to
g0 on, it would be easy to stop here and come to a recommenda-
tion that AMIRAK abandon its charter as a hopeless mission
and quietly go out of business,

However, the powerful public mandate to continue AMTRAK, wit-
nessed by the results in the first portion of this summary,
make it necessary to dig deeper into the marketplace to see if
there are not innovative ways and means of rebuilding and
restructuring inter-city passenger railroading to make it a
profitable proposition. The outcome of this intensive effort
on the part of the Harris organization, as will be seen in the

following parts of this summary, actually indicate that a
turn-around for inter-city rail service for the traveling
public is not only possible, but could be an entirely
viable proposition -- provided that the men running AMTRAK
take the view that the past, indeed, is truly prologue,



How Inter-City Passenger Rail Service Might Survive and Grow

Despite its current low penetration in the inter-cit} travel market=-
place, train travel has a number of potentially propitious elements going
for it, besides the public desire to see such service continued. For example,
compared with the small 47 of the total population 18 years of age and over
that have traveled by train 100 miles or more one way in the past year, among
people in the East, a higher 7% have gone by train on such trips; among city
residents, 67 have traveled by train; among the under 30 group, 6% have taken
the train; among the college educated, 7% have chosen to ;ravel by rail; and
among the $15,000 and over group, 6% have decided to take raill trips.

While these key groups are traveling by train for ianter-city trips
more than the rest of the population -- and they constitute the heart of the
growth market in travel -- nonetheless current penetration even amonrg them
is relatively low, However, a critical fact to understand in assessing the
marketing prospects for inter-city rail travel is that ,if the current number

of travelers per year were double&, the total for the entire country would

still come to no more than 8%.

Observation:

In an odd way, the very fact that inter-city passenger rail-
roading has such a low base of passenger traffic today means
that, In order to double the business, only & out of every 100
people in the population have to acquire the train habit,

This in turn means that, compared with other mass means of
transportation, rail travel has only a relatively limited
capacity to offer, Looked on another way, it means that

it is a limited commodity, which can be sold on a highly
selective basis. This kind of approach raises some inter-
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esting possibilities. For one thing, it means that a

ma jority of the public can be averse to train travel,

and yet the inter-city service can actually grow and

prosper, For another, it means that if the keys to

finding another 47 of the traveling public who can be

attracted to trains can be obtained, then the job

for AMTRAK is perhaps not as formidable as might

appear, when train travel is compared to its giant com-

petitors in air and automotive travel,

It an 8% penetrationof the total travel market is a viable
figure for making AMTRAK solvent -- a 100% increase in inter-city
passenger traffic -- then the following analysis of facts from this
research are highly relevant, The following table is drawnm from an
intensive series of questions asked about the elements which the public
feels are determining in its decision to take trips and the mode of
transportation to be used, First, the cross-section of travelers was
asked to rank the elements by importance in making their travel decision,
then train service was rated on each element, and finally people were

asked which form of transportation -- plane, bus, or rail -- was best for

each element, as far as they were concerned:
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KEY ATTRIBUTES MOTIVATING INTER-CITY TRAVEL AND THE POTENTIAL ATTRACTION
OF TRAIN TRAVEL IN BUILDING ITS MARKET SHARE ON THEM

Train Train is Best Way to go
Very Rating: 18
Impor- Posi- Nega- | Total to $15,000
tant tive tive Public 29 College and Over
% % % yA T % %
13 Top Motivators for Travel
Positive for train travel
Cost of trip 63 36 28 13 10 12 11
Personal comfort 46 45 31 19 11 16 13
Safety 41 67 11 36 29 33 31
Look out and see interesting
things en route 31 63 18 38 31 43 43
Arrive rested and relaxed 13 50 26 18 14 15 13
Be able to get up and walk
around 13 61 18 62 61 65 63
Arrive on time 9 42 31 16 12 17 13
Friendly, helpful employees 8 40 27 11 6 8 6
Negative for train travel
Reach destination quickly 19 35 41 5 3 3 2
Flexible when can leave 15 25 42 8 6 6 6
Quality food available 18 32 39 15 9 13 11
Good food at reasonable
prices 17 23 36 13 11 12 9
Modern washroom facilities 9 33 33 16 11 14 13
Average potential penetration
on all items 21 18 20 18
Current penetration by rail
service 4 6 4 6

The following conclusions can be drawn from this composite table:

1) out of 13 top motivators that trigger travel aml the form
of travel to be utilized, inter-city train travel ranksfavorably on eight
and negative on five. Train travel emerges with respectable positive
ratings fromthe total public on the top four, particularly: "cost of
trip" (36-28%), "personal comfort" (45-317%), "safety" (67-11%), and

"look out and be able to see interesting things en route" (63-18%).
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2) Although train travel came out with a negative rating on five

elements, in no case did a majority of the public come d own on the

negative motivators, indicating at least fairly close divisions

where rail travel appeal is weak.

3) Although when asked on each of the 13 dimensions which form
of transportation would be best to achieve that desired objective
(air, bus, or rail), air travel emerged in most cases as the "best way
to go" ; nonetheless, in the aggregate for all 13 dimensions, train
travel was singled out as the "best way to go'" by 21% of the entire
public. This 217 figure contrasts sharply with the current 4% who
have taken a trip 100 miles or more one way in the past year.

4) Even among the three pivotal groups of travelers -- the under
30 group, the college educated, and those earning $15,000 and over

a year -- train travel shows a potential in traffic penetration

roughly three times more than current usage among these key groups.
And it must be borne in mind that all three previously expressed

some highly critical comments about travel by train for inter-city trips.

Observation:

[

tht

The point, of course, is that while train t-avel on an inter-
city basis has a long way to go before it will have appeal

to a majority of the young, the college educated, and the
affluent, nevertheless among a substantial minority of all
three groups, there is more than sufficient opportunity

for AMTRAK to double the amount of business it does with them,
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5) On a total market basis, only one dimension does not
yield any real promise for inter~city train travel: '"reaching
the destination quickly'', where no more than 5% of the total
public and just 3% of the young and the better educated and
27 of the affluent singled out train travel as the "best way

to travel" for this purpose.

Observation:

It is perfectly apparent that if AMTRAK tries to sell speed
and shortness of the trip, it is bucking into the airlines'
strongest motivator, While it is desirable to have higher
speed trains and to shorten elapsed time in reaching
destinations, it is also the least likely tack for AMTRAK
to score through on. It would be best, in fact, to openly
admit that inter-city rail travel is not a viable
competitor and to emphasize other and much stronger appeals,

6) The optimum combination for rail travel to build its
share of the traveler market clearly would be those areas which
rank high in importance, where train travel receives a positive
rating, and where the number who would select train travel as
the "best way to go' is substantially above the curreat 47, market
penetration level. When these criteria are applied, three
candidates emerge: personal comfort (with a potential of 197
penetration), safety (with a market potential of 36%), and being
able to look out and see interesting things while en route
(a high 38% potential penetration), Another could be to hare the
option of getting up and walking around while in transit (a

high potential 627 penetration).
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Observation;

Actually, the four motivators blend well into a single
theme that adds up to a kind of special personal freedom
and comfort which is unique to train travel, It con-
sists of the ability of the passenger to get up and
stretch, take a stroll, to take in interesting sights,
and to enjoy the trip with a feeling of security and
safety, As such, this combination cannot be matched by
other forms of transportation, Fortifying the power

of this theme is another result from the survey that
showed fully 44% of the public expressed the view that
sightseeing en route to the destination on a trip was
as important or more important than what one did at

the ultimate destination. In other wards, traveling
by train can be a pleasurable experience in its own
right, To be sure, claims of speed must be traded

off against these other traveler benefits, But the
evidence shows that such a trade-off can and will be
made by enough potential train travelers to double
AMTRAK's business volume in traffic,

There is still other information in the survey which
points to the likeliﬁood that AMIRAK has a much greater potential than
has been realized, For example, by 63-25%, a solid majority of all the
public feel that "there is something exciting about taking a trip by train.,"
By 41-12%, a plurality feel that train service is improving under AMTRAK's
control and directiom,

Finally, the entire cross-section was asked a series of ,
questions about improvements in train travel and how much difference each would
make in the likelihood of their deciding to go by train oh their next trip
100 miles or more one way. Here are the numbers who said each improvement
would make a '"great deal of difference" in persuading them to go by train:

-= 61%, gf trains almost always ran on time.

~= 56%, if trains were new and were kept sparkling clean.

== 547, if train #tendants were friendly and attentive to

your needs,
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-~ 53%, if train terminals were modern and efficient.

-- 52%, if the train terminal were located at a place
convenient to where you live.

-- 50%, if oﬁernight trains had showers and modern, up-
to-date bathrooms,

-~ 43%, if long distance trains provided facilities for
carrying cars, so you could take yours with you.

Obsarvation:

Here, on a rather lengthy and impressive roster of
dimensions where improvements for train travel might

be made, half or more of the entire traveling public
expresses an optimism of positive response to changes
in inter-city train travel. Obviously, from other data
reviewed earlier in the study, it would be totally un-
realistic to shoot for anything like half the traveling
public.

Rathur, if AMTRAK simply set its goal in the near-term
future of an 8% instead of 4% share of the market, it
could achieve this target by concentrating on what

might be called an "inside out" story, AMIRAK could
begin by stating that it did not have as much space
available for travelers as other forms of transportation,
that it was basically marketing a limited and select
commodity and service. Train seats of modern, inter-
city trains are meant for special people who can enjoy
the pleasures of train travel.

The appeal should have a positive basis all the

way, except for one qualifier. It should begin with a
challenge to the prospective rider that he be willing
to trade off speed of travel for such benefits as per-
sonal comfort, the ability to get up and stretch and
walk around, to take in the sights while moving toward
his destination, and to go in perfect safety with no
anxieties while en route. And all of this at reasonable
fares fanother positive rating area),

It should be noted that it is not recommended that the
appeal to the general public get into matters such as
the cleanliness and modernity of the train facilities
nor into the quality of the food, nor into the helpful-
ness and courteousness of train attendants, These
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elements should be discovered attributes which are
merchandised on board the train, once the passenger
has decided te try the service, Upon purchase of a
ticket, the prospective passenger can be given a
brochure which points up the efforts of AMTRAK to
upgrade all of these personal services. Claims
should not be made beyond what AMTRAK in fact is
capable of delivering on, One interesting finding
of this study is that the public is willing to give
the railroads a chance to improve service and does
not expect the nmillenium overnight, But visible
evidence of improvements can go a long way toward
enhancing the trip and toward convincing the rider
who has been out of the train habit for a long time
or forever that the trip was worth repeating again
soon,

To get off on a price benefit is to play into the
strength of the bus market, There is an affluent
segment of the bus market which can be siphoned off

by trains, To stress improvements in speed is

simply to feed the strength of air travel. To
emphasize the number of stops along the way is to play
into the strength of car travel.

In fact, AMTIRAK should forget about competing with other
modes of transportation and should concentrate on

selling positively those attributes which are unique and
appealing about train travel, Basically, the plan out-
lined above is a2 method to employ a self-selection
process among a minority of travelers who will grow to
feel they belong to a rather distinctive class in

society who prefer train travel, By stressing that
AMTRAK has only a limited number of seats to sell turns
current low usage into a sense of exclusivity. By
advertising and promoting this approach among the young
and the educated and the affluent, the entire air of
traveling inter-city by train will alsc be more appealing
to the lower middle income and less well educated, since
they will view the process of traveling by train as an
upgrading of their own experiences in travel. The entire
mood about train travel can take on a simple, but
elegance of style, which could be enormously appealing
and successful.

While advertising is not within the province of the Harris
firm, we would suggest that the kind of message suggested
here can be communicated rather inexpensively in small

but challenging ads, in effect taking the bold stand that
unless you want something special in your travel, not the
usual speed, not the wusual crowding, not the usual cramped
transit, then here are the unique qualities inherent in
train travel. Basically, AMTRAK is in the fortunate
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position of being able to openly discourage a majority
of travelers not to go by train, but in the process to
persuade a minimum of 47, more of the population 18 and
over to go by train and perhaps to expand its share

of market by considerably more,

It is the firm conviction of the Harris organization
that such a tack will work and that the market for
train travel can be expanded rapidly off its current
base, given the evidence in this study, But, beyond
this feasibility, there is a rather deep obligation
that has also been expressed by a majority of the
American people that they deem it advisable and
desirable as a matter of natiomal policy to have a
viable inter-city rail service for passengers,
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