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Abstract
The use of public transport is critical for Visually Impaired People (VIP) to be
independent and have access to out-of-home activities. Despite government policies
promoting accessible transport for everyone, the needs of VIP are not well addressed,
and journeys can be very difficult to negotiate. Journey requirements can often differ
from those of other categories of people on the disability spectrum. Therefore, the aim
of this research is to evaluate the journey experience of VIP using public transport.
Semi-structured interviews conducted in London are used. The results show that limited
access to information, inconsistencies in infrastructure and poor availability of staff
assistance are the major concerns. Concessionary travel, on the other hand, encourages
VIP to make more trips and hence has a positive effect on well-being. The findings
suggest that more specific policies should be introduced to cater to the special needs of
particular disabilities rather than generalising the types of aids available. It is also
concluded that the journey experience of VIP is closely related to an individual’s
independence and hence inclusion in society.
Keywords
Public transport; Transport policy; Travel behaviour; Visually impaired people;
Journey experience; Well-being.
Highlights
• The lack of a single integrated means for accessing travel information is an
obstacle to making trips for VIP.
• VIP share their experiences of accessing staff assistance using public transport
in London and highlight its importance to their journey experience.
• Audio information is particularly important when information cannot be
accessed through visual sources.
• A Freedom Pass encourages VIP to engage in more social interactions by
removing the cost barrier to travelling in London.

1. Introduction
In the UK alone, there are more than two million visually impaired people (VIP),
accounting for a significant proportion of the population (RNIB, 2018). The loss of
vision makes travel very difficult, particularly in terms of loss of independence. VIP
may find themselves relying on being driven by others or taking public transport
(American Foundation for the Blind, 2015; Clery et al., 2017). The availability of
appropriate public transport is therefore crucial for many VIP to be able to access
opportunities. Journey experiences are important for all public transport users (Hine
and Scott, 2000). We therefore examine the journey experiences of VIP in London,
which provides a good basis for the research in view of the extensive public transport
system and high public transport mode share – more than 45% of daily trips are made
on public transport (TfL, 2016). However, simply having an extensive public transport
network does not necessarily mean that everyone can easily use it and/or obtain equal
benefits (Cao and Hickman, 2019a, 2019b, 2020). Currently, VIP tend to make a higher
proportion of trips by taxi, as this offers a more customised means of travel. Also this
may suppress overall trip rates amongst VIP. The Freedom Pass is one of the incentives
used to encourage VIP to make trips using public transport, as it entitles the holder to
free travel on the Transport for London (TfL) network, thus removing the cost barrier
to travelling. Nonetheless, there are other features of the journey experience beyond
this (Carreira et al., 2014; Hickman et al., 2015).
Most countries and cities have some form of policy objectives designed to build a more
equal society, at least in terms of opportunity, but perhaps also in terms of outcome. A
key element here is the transport system and its use by different population groups,
including facilitating equal access for physically disabled people relative to nondisabled people. When the terms “access” and “disabled people” are used in
conjunction, common perceptions tend to focus on the provision of barrier-free access
for wheelchair users. This group is of course important, but there are other types of
disability, including those who are visually impaired.
Since the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, it has not been lawful to discriminate
against people in relation to the provision of transport (Disability Discrimination Act,
1995). In 1998, the UK government’s White Paper on Transport, entitled “Better for
Everyone”, emphasised the role of transport in shaping an inclusive environment.
Various policies have been established regarding the provision of accessible transport,
such as improving the design of interchange stations to cater to the needs of disabled
passengers (DfT, 1998). The Disability Discrimination Act 2005 introduced provisions
that had an impact on public transport providers, particularly in terms of the rail sectors
(Disability Discrimination Act, 2005). It was also stated in the Equality Act 2010 that
transport must be accessible for all (Equality Act, 2010). However, it appears that few
of these policies and regulations are specifically aimed at the needs of VIP. Still public
transport is far from accessible for all (GLA, 2018). In terms of the social model of
disability, it highlights that being able to see is very important (Oliver, 1983). Visual
impairment is particularly poorly considered on the transport system even where
adaptations have been made for other disabilities. VIP may not be able to benefit from
the general improvements in accessibility that have been implemented in the past two
decades. For example, although step-free access has been introduced across the TfL
network, VIP with guide dogs may not be able to make use of the facilities as the guide
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dogs have often not been trained in using escalators and lifts.
This paper examines the journey experience of VIP, particularly those living in London
in the current era of mass availability of information technology. It seeks to provide
evidence on journey experiences that are under researched. The journey experiences of
VIP using public transport are explored in three ways: 1) to identify the barriers facing
VIP in using public transport; 2) to explore improvements in accessible travel support
from a user perspective; and 3) to understand the meaning and implications of
concessionary travel for VIP. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted to
understand the needs and expectations of VIP, involving a reflective exercise on their
previous experience of public transport. Common issues are highlighted and their
relevance to the journey experience are analysed.
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: section 2 examines the existing
knowledge concerning public transport and VIP, as well as their journey experiences
and the relevant transport context. Section 3 introduces the methodology, including the
research framework of the journey cycle, which helps us to understand the journey
experience of a disabled passenger, and the use of the qualitative approach for data
collection. Section 4 discusses the research findings. Finally, section 5 presents the
conclusions and outlines the policy implications of the research.

2. Literature Review
Related studies on the journey experiences of VIP have been conducted in the USA
(Marston, Golledge and Costanzo, 1997), Ireland (Gallagher et al., 2011; Casey, Brady
and Guerin, 2013), Scotland (Hine and Scott, 2001; Montarzino et al., 2007) and Hong
Kong (HKSWGU, 2016). The context of London is different, in terms of extent of the
public transport system, the age of infrastructure, the volume of passengers, the cultural
context, and other issues. Hence it is useful to broaden the evidence base on VIP journey
experiences. Moreover, improved assistive technologies and the availability of smart
technology have enhanced the journey experience of VIP, and those improvements
were not reported in previous research. For instance, much of the existing literature
cites accessing information in printed format as a common practice among VIP, but
does not take into account the wider availability of information on the Internet.
Although research has been conducted into accessible transport in the UK, covering a
wide range of disabilities, VIP participants are often overlooked. Accessible transport
often correlates to step-free access, which is not the major challenge for most VIP.
Instead, they are more likely to be concerned with consistency of infrastructure and
availability of assistance. Hence, there is a knowledge gap in terms of understanding
the specific needs of VIP and ultimately improving their journey experience that will
be discussed in the following sections.
2.1. The importance of public transport to VIP
A lack of access to public transport poses a barrier in terms of employment
opportunities for VIP of working age (Marston and Golledge, 1998). The sight loss of
VIP creates different needs for their use of public transport than individuals with other
disabilities (Clery et al., 2017), hence their requirements for using public transport can
be very specific and different to other disability groups. Public transport is often the
only option for VIP in making independent trips (American Foundation for the Blind,
2015), and hence plays a vital role in providing VIP with accessibility.
2

VIP are regarded as a subgroup within the “transport disadvantaged” and might
experience social disadvantage and exclusion due to their limited choices for
independent travel among existing transport modes (Lucas, 2012). They are physically
excluded from driving a car (Church et al., 2000), often resulting in high unemployment
among VIP (Marston and Golledge, 1998; Goertz et al., 2010; Joseph and Robinson,
2012; Coffey et al., 2014). Furthermore, limitations to transport constitute barriers for
VIP in accessing opportunities and social networks (Kenyon, Lyons and Rafferty, 2002;
RNIB, 2014). Restricted access to travel information is a common barrier to
independent travel and other everyday activities for VIP (Marston and Golledge, 2003;
TRL Limited, 2004). Hence VIP must overcome significant obstacles to their use of
transport for access to activities and opportunities. Banister and Bowling (2004) defined
engagement in social activities, and the availability of community and transport
facilities within a person’s neighbourhood as two of the building blocks for a good
quality of life among older people. Transport is an enabling factor in this physical
participation. Furthermore, transport policy and transport systems shape the well-being
of society by reducing access barriers and facilitating employment, relationships and
health (Currie et al, 2009; Delbosc, 2012). Ultimately, the availability of good public
transport services for VIP is critical to well-being and quality of life.
2.2. The public transport experience of disabled passengers
Initially, pre-trip planning is a key component of the public transport journey (Hine and
Scott, 2000; Wardman, Hine and Stradling, 2001; Andre et al., 2007). Route choices
are affected by information reliability and availability, as well as by convenience and
comfort (Andre et al., 2007). Gaining information prior to a journey is a problem for
VIP, because most information is printed (Casey, Brady and Guerin, 2013); however,
recent advances in online material have helped here. A lack of usable information can
inject a negative aspect into the overall experience and indeed prevent a journey from
being made.
Moreover, travel behaviour among VIP is likely to be affected by the availability of
accessible travel support. Statistics produced by the Disabled Persons Transport
Advisory Committee suggest that railway transport is the least accessible, thus leading
to a lower use rate for that mode by disabled passengers (Jones and Jain, 2006). Pavey
et al. (2009) found that VIP prefer buses to trains in the UK. However, a recent survey
in Hong Kong by Hong Kong Social Workers General Union (HKSWGU) (2016)
produced contrasting findings, stating that railway travel was preferred there by VIP
because of the availability of information and assistance. There are contextual
differences, but this may also apply to the situation in London where stations are staffed.
Furthermore, bus travel for VIP includes various difficulties, such as finding the correct
bus, and this is particularly problematic when multiple buses are approaching the stop
(RNIB, 2012; White, 2013; Hara et al., 2015). The mix of fleets deployed also makes
it difficult for VIP to identify the characteristics of a bus (Markiewicz and Skomorowski,
2010; Casey, Brady and Guerin, 2013). In addition, VIP find it difficult to locate the
boarding point for buses (Golledge and Marston, 1999; Markiewicz and Skomorowski,
2010). A related factor is the reported unhelpful attitude of some drivers in assisting
VIP when they are providing information about the route (Hine and Mitchell, 2001).
Hence, bus journeys may be less appealing to VIP.
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Regarding railway travel, little research has investigated the challenges facing VIP in
finding the correct service. Jones and Jain (2006) revealed that infrastructure issues
within a station, such as handrails, stairs and uneven floors, pose obstacles to VIP when
they travel. Cook (2014) compared the “turn-up-and-go” staff assistance programme
for the London Underground with the pre-book-only assistance available for national
rail services. Some VIP may need to get assistance from staff, which forms part of their
journey experience. Only a few studies have considered the satisfaction levels of VIP
with staff assistance on public transport. VIP appreciate being able to get settled on a
train before other passengers board, assisted if necessary by staff (RICA, 2015).
Apart from identifying the correct bus service, VIP generally do not encounter
difficulties in physically boarding the vehicle (Golledge, Marston and Costanzo, 1997).
However, there are contrasting views on the issue of finding a seat. Some individuals
are happy to stand during the ride (ibid.), while others describe finding a seat as a
challenge on buses with different interior designs (Gallagher et al., 2011) or at peak
times. However, there are more challenges for VIP in boarding a train, including
automatic doors and the platform gap (ibid.). Indeed, the gap between the train and
platform causes anxiety among rail users in general (Cheng, 2010). Hence, VIP, who
cannot see the gap, are likely to experience an even greater fear.
Access to information about the time and place to disembark is restricted (Gallagher et
al., 2011), so VIP usually have to depend on sighted people to inform them when they
are approaching a stop (Casey, Brady and Guerin, 2013), or make use of the Global
Positioning System (GPS) on their mobile phones (Gonzalez et al., 2010). An audio
announcement is critical in helping VIP prepare to exit the vehicle at the right place
(Golledge, Marston and Costanzo, 1997; ECMT, 2006; RNIB Cymru, 2014; Smith,
2014). Audio announcements serve as the information source for VIP and are an
important component of their journey, so their travel becomes especially stressful when
the audio system malfunctions (UITP, 2016). Satisfaction with public transport
journeys is closely related to the information available to disabled people (Verbich and
El-Geneidy, 2016).
Another challenge for VIP is to exit the vehicle in time (Golledge, Marston and
Costanzo, 1997). They may not be able to see obstacles around them when they attempt
to leave the carriage, and because of the often short waiting time at each station or stop,
they have to reach the door quickly.
Hine and Scott (2000) identified transport interchanges as a factor affecting the journey
experience of public transport users. Stradling et al.’s (2007) study on journey
experiences by bus revealed that safety and unexpected interactions with other
passengers are two factors affecting the journey experience. Critical incidents also have
an impact on how a person considers future journeys (Edvardsson, 1998). Most VIP
believe that improvements in public transport would influence their lives positively
(DPTAC, 2006). Walking time, reliability, and the number and frequency of available
services all contribute to service quality (Eboli and Mazzulla, 2008; TfL, 2015). The
attitudes and behaviour of staff and other passengers also influence the journey
experience of disabled passengers (TfL, 2012). However, VIP are likely to be especially
concerned with accessibility supports, such as priority seating, staff assistance and
journey planning support, because they have more stringent considerations than sighted
passengers do.
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2.3. Availability of assistive technology to VIP
Assistive technology refers to any system, services, appliances or devices that could be
used to help disabled people with their daily life by removing some barriers to activities
(Hersh, 2010). Assistive technology for VIP was first introduced in the 1960s to address
mobility issues and the transmission of information, two of the major obstacles to
independent living for most VIP (Marion and Michael, 2008). An understanding of the
availability of assistive technology to VIP could therefore help to tailor current
technologies to the journey experience of VIP.
Mobility tools are one of the common assistive tools available to VIP. According to
Rizzo et al (2018), a long cane is the most commonly used mobility tool among VIP
and is widely regarded as an effective aid. A guide dog is another familiar option for
VIP, not only serving the purpose of a mobility tool, but also improving the social wellbeing of VIP by acting as a bridge between the VIP and the sighted world (Warnath
and Seyfarth, 1982).
GPS was developed into assistive technology for VIP for orientation purposes and as a
navigation aid for VIP (Balachandran, Cecelja and Ptasinski, 2003). GPS can also be
integrated into other devices to help VIP find their way; for instance, a GPS-based voice
alert system was developed to notify VIP of obstacles nearby (Gulati, 2011).
With technological advancements over the past decade, smart technology has become
more readily available to VIP, and has had a significant impact on their lives
(Bhowmick and Shyamanta, 2017). Mobile phone applications such as Blind Square
and SeeingAssistant-Move were developed as personal navigation alongside existing
mobility tools, such as guide dogs and long canes, to provide integrated mobility aids
for VIP (IET and ITS UK, 2015). Screen reading technologies also transform textual
information into an audible form for VIP, thus improving their access to information
(Azenkot and Lee, 2013).
2.4. Transport policies and transport systems
People with disabilities make up a heterogeneous group with differing transport needs
(Gant, 1992; Cook, 2014). Hence, it is important to have specific policies that facilitate
travel according to different requirements, including reducing the financial barriers for
VIP when they use conventional transport. Transport policies should integrate the
planning of daily transport in ways that benefit all people (Hallgrimsdottir et al., 2016).
There has to be a much greater focus on including all requirements in the design of
transport systems – many issues tend to be overlooked for particular disability groups
such as VIP.
The Freedom Pass (FP), which entitles disabled people to free travel on public transport
in London, exemplifies a targeted intervention (London Councils, 2018a).
Concessionary travel is designed to increase public transport usage, improve access to
activities and reduce exclusion for the disadvantaged (Mackett, 2014), but research on
its impact on VIP’s trips is lacking. Metz (2003) and Mackett (2013) found that
concessionary fares made travelling affordable and facilitated more trips for older
people (Metz, 2003; Mackett, 2013, Johnson et al., 2017, Wong et al., 2018). However,
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Schmocker et al. (2005) claim that FP holders tend to make fewer trips than nondisabled people due to their restricted mobility, hence perhaps concessionary travel
alone is not enough. Indeed, some VIP consider themselves physically mobile despite
their loss of sight. Hence, it is insightful to examine how the FP has impacted on their
travel patterns.
Furthermore, concessionary fares can bring about wider psychological impacts. For
older people, they represent a symbolic entitlement to the free use of public transport,
perhaps awarded in recognition of their contribution to society through a working life
(Jones et al., 2013). Quality of life, public health and social inclusion are also enhanced
through concessionary bus travel (Mackett, 2013). However, many studies focus on
older people, whereas the FP may bring other benefits to VIP, and this research
therefore explores those as well.
In summary, much of the existing literature covers general findings about disabled
people and is limited to particular contexts. The importance of public transport to VIP
is applicable to all contexts. The journey experience of disabled passengers varies
across contexts, depending on the travel pattern and extensiveness of the public
transport network. Understanding the journey experience of VIP could also help to
tailor assistive technologies more effectively to the needs of VIP. Finally, transport
policies play a vital role in addressing the needs of VIP. This study specifically
examines the journey experience of VIP on public transport in the context of London.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research framework
The concept of the journey sequence is useful for understanding the journey experience
of disabled passengers, because it breaks a trip into different components. All of these
can represent a difficult point in a journey, and one weak link can mean a journey is not
made or is uncomfortable. The concept of journey cycle was used by Soltani et al. (2012)
to investigate the challenges faced by disabled passengers at transport terminals. We
have adapted the cycle into a sequence of activities as follows (see Figure 1) to fit the
London context and the actual experience of VIP on public transport.
“Buying tickets”, which in earlier studies was located between “Arriving at station/stop”
and “Finding the correct service”, has been removed for two reasons. It is assumed that
most VIP possess a FP, which entitles them to free travel on most public transport in
London. In addition, TfL encourages the use of pay-as-you-go on public transport, via
a Contactless Card or an Oyster Card, because this offers value, flexibility and
convenience (TfL, 2018). Hence, it is unlikely that passengers will have to buy single
tickets for National Rail journeys across London. Furthermore, “Journey on board” has
been added between “Boarding the chosen mode of transport” and “Getting to desired
destination”. This step concerns the interior environment of the vehicle and how the
person feels during the ride. For instance, difficulties associated with finding a seat are
discussed. This component was not included in Soltani et al.’s (2012) study which
focused on accessibility at the transport terminal. Because journeys made by VIP
consist of both a node and route, the component has been added accordingly.
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Figure 1. Research framework for journey sequence on public transport for VIP
(Source: Authors, adapted from Lafratta, 2008 in Soltani et al., 2012)

3.2.
Qualitative semi-structured interviews
A qualitative approach is used in the study, using semi-structured interviews with VIP.
This approach has been adopted by previous studies with regard to the journey
experiences of VIP (Hine and Mitchell, 2001; Gallagher et al., 2011; Casey, Brady and
Guerin, 2013; HKSWGU, 2016). The interviews allow a rich discussion and
understanding of varied journey experiences. The semi-structured nature enables data
reproducibility by having a similar set of questions for all interviewees. The interviews
also address more specific issues as the discussion develops and allow a more detailed
understanding to be developed (Bryman, 2008). Follow-up questions could be raised
with reference to a response in order to better understand the journey experiences of the
VIP in the study.
23 interviewees were recruited through snowball sampling by asking the respondents
to refer more participants, with the analysis carried out between May and July 2018. A
list of topics covered in the semi-structured interview can be found in Appendix 1.
These were derived by using the issues evident in the existing literature, modified
according to our understanding of the London context. The snowball method was useful
in recruiting the hard-to-reach groups (Sammer et al., 2012), including the wide range
of VIP in London, with differing ages, degrees of sight loss, mobility tools and genders.
By including a variety of different backgrounds and characteristics among the
interviewees, it was hoped that people from different walks of life could be included.
This would represent the differing experiences of VIP. The interview material was
analysed using NVivo 11. All the interviews were carried out in a face-to-face setting
7

and lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. The aforementioned data are summarised in
Table 1. We were able to collect a varied sample in terms of age, gender and degree of
sight loss. The qualitative analysis is exploratory rather than definitive.
Table 1 Profiles of participants
Code

Age Group

Degree of Sight Loss

Mobility Tool

Gender

A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H
I
J
K
L
M
N
O
P
Q
R
S
T
U
V
W

46-60
Below 30
Below 30
31-45
Above 60
46-60
31-45
46-60
Below 30
31-45
Above 60
31-45
31-45
Above 60
31-45
31-45
31-45
46-60
31-45
31-45
31-45
31-45
Above 60

Severely Sight Impaired1
Completely Blind
Partially Sighted3
Completely Blind
Severely Sight Impaired
Severely Sight Impaired
Severely Sight Impaired
Completely Blind
Severely Sight Impaired
Partially Sighted
Completely Blind
Severely Sight Impaired
Completely Blind
Partially Sighted
Partially Sighted
Completely Blind
Severely Sight Impaired
Severely Sight Impaired
Completely Blind
Completely Blind
Severely Sight Impaired
Completely Blind
Severely Sight Impaired

Symbol Cane2
Long Cane
Symbol Cane
Guide dog
Guide dog
Guide dog
Long Cane
Guide dog
Guide dog
Symbol Cane
Long Cane
Long Cane
Long Cane
Symbol Cane
No
Long Cane
Guide dog
Long Cane
Long Cane
Long Cane
Long Cane
Long Cane
Long Cane

Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Female
Male

The interview embodied a systematic approach for reviewing accessible transport
provision in London, covering the issues drawn from findings in the literature. The first
and second objectives focused on barriers and improvements, and were approached via
the adapted journey sequence concept. Questions followed the flow of the journey
sequence, enabling participants to reflect chronologically on their own journey
experience. This allowed them to review the barriers they had encountered and identify
improvements that could boost their experience. In addition, interviewees were asked
to give their opinions about and knowledge of the pamphlet “Accessible travel in
London”, published by TfL. This helped build an understanding of the barriers they
face in accessing information. The interview also examined the impacts and
1

Severely sight impaired is defined as gross visual field restriction, meaning that a person is unable to
see within 3 metres.
2 A symbol cane highlights disability to other people, but cannot be used as a walking stick nor to detect
obstacles on the ground.
3 Partially sighted is defined as having some types of visual problem that make it difficult to recognise
people in the street, to drive and to watch television.
8

implications of the FP in shaping the use of public transport for VIP. Whereas previous
literature had focused on the impact on older users of public transport (Mackett, 2013),
new findings were anticipated for VIP, because they had different requirements and
conditions in terms of their access to transport.
There are some limitations to this research approach. First, as the profiles of the
interviewees show, all had experience of travelling alone on public transport, and
therefore might not represent less independent individuals. In addition, most of the
interviews were arranged via email and/or telephone, which meant the respondents had
access to this technology. Hence, again, their experience may not fully reflect the
challenges faced by less independent individuals or those who face major barriers in
accessing information. Nonetheless, these participants were able to represent a good
range of VIP in the city and provide valuable insights.
A risk assessment was conducted, and an ethical approval form submitted and approved
by UCL’s ethics committee. Verbal consent was obtained from the participants at the
beginning of the interviews. Saleh (2004) suggested that recorded audio consent could
offer an alternative to written consent for VIP without reducing validity. This was also
in line with the Disability Discrimination Act, which requires that appropriate changes
be made to suit the needs of disabled participants (ibid.).

4. Research Findings and Discussion
The findings are grouped into the following categories: barriers to accessing
information; consistency of layout; the availability of real time information; audio
announcements and staff assistance; and the provision of concessionary travel.
4.1. Barriers to accessing information
During the interviews it was found that journey planning by VIP nowadays is mostly
done digitally, via the Internet or Apps. None of the interviewees mentioned traditional
methods, such as consulting timetables or physically visiting the station in advance to
gather information for their journeys. A few mentioned family and friends as a source
of information. These findings are contrary to the traditional methods outlined by
Golledge, Marston and Costanzo (1997) and can be explained by the current wider
availability of online information due to technological advancement. The findings also
reflect the desire of VIP to be independent in planning their journeys by using online
resources instead of seeking help from others, and the data reveal their efforts to do so.
This shows the importance of having appropriate online tools for VIP.
Despite the ease of consulting online information, journey planning remained stressful
for the interviewees, as described below:
“A lot of planning is involved. I have all types of Apps on my phone for
planning the journey.”
(Interviewee C, Female, 7/6/2018)
“I use TfL journey planner a lot, but it does not give clear walking
directions. Hence I have to use GPS on my phone to find my way.”
(Interviewee D, Male, 7/6/2018)
9

Most interviewees mentioned they used the TfL journey planner as their source of
journey information because it is linked to real-time service updates. However, it is
only available in a web version, so it cannot be used with GPS for navigation. It
provides information about routes, but leaves out the first and last mile, so VIP must
consult additional sources to fill this gap. This is not an ideal experience for VIP, who
have to expend greater effort than sighted people in acquiring information.
Moreover, VIP lack access to policy updates and information about available assistance.
More than half of the interviewees had not heard of the Accessible Travel Guide by
TfL. This printed pamphlet, which is available at stations, is not readily accessible to
them due to its small size. In addition, a few staff at some of the smaller Underground
stations had not heard of the guide either, and would therefore not be able to offer it to
VIP if needed or requested. Although much information can be found online, it is
difficult for VIP to get the essential information they need. Indeed, VIP commonly
experience access issues to online resources, even if they have access to the Internet.
“Websites are really complicated to access so people just don’t get to
know the information.”
(Interviewee T, Female, 27/6/2018)
“Some are inaccessible because they’re in PDF.”
(Interviewee B, Female, 30/5/2018)
“Not all information can be found at one place. Sometimes you need to
do a bit of research to find out information, which takes time.”
(Interviewee P, Male, 20/6/2018)
As a consequence of not being able to access all the information available, VIP can
miss useful aids. More than half of the interviewees had not heard of the travel
mentoring scheme offered by TfL, which a charity worker described as “very useful
mobility assistance and training”. Some interviewees asked for more details and
expressed an interest in participating.
“I try to tell others about the scheme. It is the vulnerable ones who cannot
get access to information.”
(Interviewee J, Female, 13/6/2018)
Non-governmental organisations and charities have been the major sources of
information and policy updates for most VIP. Hence, how much the VIP know depends
on how the messages are channelled through their sources. Although VIP can get travel
updates by subscribing to TfL accessibility news, only a few mentioned this as their
source of information.
“There are not lots of announcements on policies. I only find out when
there’s been a negative impact.”
(Interviewee I, Female, 13/6/2018)
“Very often I rely on a third party to get the information. TfL cannot
provide accessible travel information in an easy to consume way.”
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(Interviewee H, Male, 13/6/2018)
“It is not publicised as much as it should be.”
(Interviewee K, Male, 14/6/2018)
All of these comments reflect a failing in terms of delivering the most up-to-date
information to VIP, and they are often left uninformed when new policies or assistance
become available that could improve their journey experience.
4.2. Consistency
Consistency in layout and design across the entire transport network is important to
ensure that VIP can move around safely and confidently as they use their mental maps
to navigate their journeys (Quinones et al., 2011). The current lack of consistency in
the layout of the network is a barrier to disabled people that affects whether or not they
have a smooth journey on public transport (Aarhaug and Elvebakk, 2015).
The consistent use of tactile paving is a critical safety need for VIP, because its presence
warns them they are approaching the platform edge. The importance of tactile paving
(Jones and Jain, 2006) remains crucial now, more than a decade later, because the
interviewees indicated that railway stations in London, particularly National Rail
stations, lack such paving. Such oversights pose safety threats to VIP, who consider
tactile paving to be necessary and call for it to be installed on all platforms as soon as
possible.
“Tactile paving should be at every platform – I actually fell onto the
tracks with my guide dog because there was no tactile paving.”
(Interviewee D, Male, 7/6/2018)
Another safety concern arising from the need for consistency involves the interior
design of buses. For environmental and operational reasons, there are different bus
fleets with different interior layouts. That inconsistency makes it challenging and
confusing for VIP to navigate within the vehicle to find a seat or a place to stand. Buses
may have single, double or triple doors, and that can confuse VIP about where to board
and alight. Different locations for priority seating pose another challenge for VIP, who
have no idea where such seats are before boarding (Figures 2 and 3). Often it is difficult
for VIP to locate a safety handrail to hold onto before the bus departs. When passengers
feel insecure and unsafe, it diminishes their journey experience.
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Figure 2. Interior design of Volvo B7TL (Source: Authors)

Figure 3. Interior design of new Routemaster (Source: Authors)

“I reckon there are six designs of buses on just one route, with seats,
poles, bells, wheelchair bays and doors at different places – it makes
finding your way around the bus really hard. They’re not the same as the
last bus you use, and you’re trying to work all these out while standing
on a platform that is moving in three-dimensions, that is inherently
dangerous and unstable.”
(Interviewee U, Male, 27/6/2018)
“The interior designs make it harder to find a seat.”
(Interviewee W, Male, 29/6/2018)
“Different positions of the pole on the bus can be dangerous.”
(Interviewee F, Female, 10/6/2018)
While operational needs make it impractical to require operators to deploy a single
identical fleet, they should nonetheless make a real effort to limit the types of fleet used
12

within each route, or make it easier for VIP to understand which type of vehicle they
are on. This would help regular users to recognise the interior design of their bus and
become familiar with the locations of seats and poles, and thus would make them feel
safer in the onboard environment.
4.3. Real-time information (RTI)
Service reliability relates to overall experience and can be illustrated by RTI (Fadaei
and Cats, 2016). It is common to see display panels at railway stations and bus stops
containing the RTI about services (Figure 4). Many VIP are aware of such facilities,
yet they cannot benefit from them as they are currently designed.

Figure 4. RTI display panel at Bermondsey Station Bus Stop A (Source: Authors)

“RTI could be useful. I know it is there, but I cannot see it.”
(Interview A, Male, 30/5/2018)
Consulting service timetables is a common method for VIP to judge whether they are
taking the correct bus service (Hine and Mitchell, 2001; Gallagher et al., 2011; Hara et
al., 2015), but it is not always reliable because of unpredictable traffic conditions. As a
result of technological advancements, most buses are now equipped with GPS, which
records the location of the vehicle, and the RTI can be shown on the stations’ display
panels. However, that information is still not readily available to VIP because it is
mainly presented in visual format that is not accompanied by audio announcements.
Even for those with residual eyesight, reading information on the stations’ illuminated
panels is difficult and challenging because they are placed above eye level and are
difficult to get close to. Hence, despite the availability of RTI, VIP can seldom use it,
which seems like a huge waste of resource.
Currently, some VIP use third-party Apps on smartphones to access the RTI for buses,
but these forms of RTI access are not without problems. Not all Apps are compatible
with the voice-over4 function, so access to RTI is rare and some VIP still simply rely
on other people to give them RTI. This of course does not always work, for instance if
there are no other people around or if they are unapproachable.
In London, Underground lines with multiple destinations use the same track5.
Observations reveal that audio announcements at the platforms only give the destination
of the first train. If VIP are not assisted, they are unable to discern which train to board
because the order of trains is shown only on the visual display panel (Figure 5).
4

Assistive technology with built-in screen reader that describes aloud what appears on the screen.

5

Central Line: 2 branches for Westbound and 2 branches for Eastbound; District Line: 3 branches for
Westbound and 2 branches for Eastbound; Metropolitan Line: 4 branches for Westbound; Northern
Line: 2 branches through Central London and 3 branches in the North; Piccadilly Line: 2 branches for
Westbound.
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Figure 5. RTI display panel for Central Line Westbound service (Source: Authors)

“It would be handy to find the correct service with RTI announcements.”
(Interviewee L, Female, 15/6/2018)
Most interviewees believed that, if RTI were available to them, it would be helpful for
their journey. This finding was also consistent with the literature on the positive impacts
of RTI on sighted passengers’ experiences by shortening waiting time and alleviating
stress during the wait (Zhang, Shen and Clifton, 2008; Watkins et al., 2011; Brakewood,
Barbeau and Watkins, 2014). According to the few experiences that VIP shared about
using RTI for bus journeys, the wider availability of RTI could help to achieve a similar
journey experience to that of non-disabled passengers.
4.4. Audio announcements
London is renowned for the “talking” buses, as is the rail network across the UK –
almost all public transport services are equipped with audio announcements. Audio
information not only reminds passengers where their vehicle is, but, as the major source
of information for VIP, it is crucial to them. It already shapes the mode choice of VIP,
even before its availability widens.
“I only started using buses in London after there was audio. It was
impossible to travel on the bus when you had no clue where it was.”
(Interviewee U, Male, 27/6/2018)
Research findings confirming that audio announcements play a crucial role in helping
VIP to be prepared to alight from the vehicle are consistent with previous literature
(Golledge, Marston and Costanzo, 1997; ECMT, 2006; RNIB Cymru, 2014; Smith,
2014). It is also compulsory for all rail vehicles to be equipped with audio
announcements as specified in The Rail Vehicle Accessibility Regulations 2010 (DfT,
2010).
“It is very useful that the station name is mentioned twice, so I can be
prepared to get off.”
(Interviewee T, Female, 27/6/2018)
Announcing the stations twice on the Underground helps VIP locate where they are.
During a journey, they often have to focus on the audio announcements in order to
know when to alight. However, that can be challenging in the noisy onboard
environment, which can be due either to crowding or to noise from the track in the
tunnel.
“I almost miss the station because it’s too noisy inside the Tube. When I
heard the announcement at the station I had to jump off the seat.”
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(Interviewee B, Female, 30/5/2018)
Hence, announcing the stations twice functions as insurance for VIP who may miss one
of the announcements, especially in a noisy carriage. This can reduce their anxiety
about getting lost and thereby can enhance their experience.
On the Circle, District, Hammersmith and City and Metropolitan Lines, the station
name is announced three times, which appears to be appealing to VIP. However, they
voiced concerns about the order of presentation within the announcement. A typical
announcement made while passengers are waiting is as follows:
“This is Barbican. The next station is Moorgate. (Pause)
This is a Metropolitan Line Train to Aldgate.”
By the time the line is announced, the train doors are usually closing. This breaches the
Rail Vehicle Accessibility (Non-Interoperable Rail System) Regulations 2010, which
state that the destination and the next stop must be announced when the vehicle is
stopped at a station (DfT, 2010). The operator has applied for an exemption, claiming
that complying with the regulation would increase idling time at the station and reduce
service frequency (DfT, 2017). With multiple Underground lines running on the same
track6, the first train may not necessarily lead to the desired destination. This can make
it hard for VIP to board the correct service, because they cannot see the destination
displayed on the train.
“It can be confusing if VIP are travelling alone and only realise they’re
on the wrong train when the doors are closing, especially at the station
before the lines diverge.”
(Interviewee S, Male, 26/6/2018)
Some VIP highlight that audio announcements made at the platform do inform them
which destination an approaching train is bound for, but the audio volume may not
always be high enough, particularly in a noisy environment. Hence, VIP often have to
rely on the announcement on board to ensure they are on the right one. Uncertainty
about travel information makes the journey experience more stressful for VIP.
There is no doubt that audio announcements are beneficial to VIP, and the situation can
be further improved by considering the comments made by VIP, who requested that
useful content be presented in the acoustic information. In addition, having multiple
audio outlets equally spaced within the carriage would make it easier for VIP to hear
the information, even in a crowded environment.
4.5. Staff assistance
“Staff assistance is the biggest concern of the journey.”
(Interviewee A, Male, 30/5/2018)

6

Hammersmith to Baker Street: Circle Line, Hammersmith and City Line; Baker Street to Liverpool
Street: Circle Line, Hammersmith and City Line, Metropolitan Line; Aldgate East and Barking: District
Line, Hammersmith and City Line.
15

“It’s important to have staff to help me navigate around especially at an
unfamiliar station.”
(Interviewee U, Male, 26/6/2018)
All the interviewees mentioned issues related to staff assistance and attitudes, thus
revealing the staff’s relevance to VIP’s journey experiences. Availability of staff
assistance prior to boarding was the most common reason given for choosing the
Underground over buses (buses only have staff at large terminals) and National Rail
(which requires the assistance to be pre-booked). In previous studies, it was assumed
that staff assistance was satisfactory to the experience. In addition, preference for the
Underground is contradictory to previous research in the UK regarding the mode choice
of disabled passengers (Jones and Jain, 2006; Pavey et al., 2009). This discrepancy can
be explained by the heterogeneity in the needs of disabled passengers, as VIP represent
only one class of people on the disability spectrum (Gant, 1992).
TfL operates a “turn-up-and-go” system for using staff assistance, so passengers do not
have to book assistance in advance. According to most of the interviewees, the waiting
time varies between Underground stations. At busy or unstaffed stations, VIP may have
difficulty getting assistance. During an off-peak hour, VIP were observed to have no
difficulty finding staff at the wider ticket gate. However, more than 10 minutes elapsed
before the VIP could be escorted to the platform because the staff at the origin station
had to call ahead to the interchange station and the final destination to arrange
everything before assisting the VIP to board the train. In another observation, the VIP
had to rely on others to alert the staff, who were busy helping other passengers and
could not see the VIP waiting at the wider ticket gate. Such situations are not ideal for
VIP, because they have to set aside extra travel time just for making logistical
arrangements.
“I was stranded because part of the communication chain was broken and
there’s no assistance at the intermediate station.”
(Interviewee I, Female, 13/6/2018)
“I want smoother arrangements.”
(Interviewee K, Male, 14/6/2018)
Thus, although staff assistance on the Underground is comprehensive in that it arranges
for staff to put the VIP on the train and to pick them up at the platform of their
destination, this may not actually translate into an effective service for VIP. Indeed,
some VIP only require assistance from the ticket gate to the train and are independent
in alighting, but currently there is no option for partial service. VIP still have to wait
for arrangements for the whole chain to be made before they are able to embark. This
long waiting time can detract from their journey experience and make accessing
activities too lengthy an ordeal.
“I’m happy to be just put on a train and get off myself independently.
Even when you tell them you’re fine, they have to ring ahead to other
stations and it takes time. I am human; I will sometimes be late too. I
should be allowed to decide for myself when to get off. They’re
undermining passengers, making the experience unpleasant.”
(Interviewee T, Female, 27/6/2018)
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“After waiting for some time, I decided to travel on my own. However,
the staff refused me entry because they couldn’t provide assistance at that
time, although I told them I could do it by myself.”
(Interviewee S, Male, 26/6/2018)
On the other hand, participants were generally negative towards staff assistance from
the National Rail service, which requires passengers to pre-book assistance at least 24
hours before their journey, reducing the flexibility available to VIP in making their
journey. This was a particularly common complaint from VIP who travel regularly.
“I think it’s actually wrong that people with a disability should book
assistance because that limits your freedom. I cannot always predict how
long the meeting will take. When I want to go home, I want to go home,
and not wait until the time (of the pre-booked assistance). It’s
dehumanising, so I never book assistance.”
(Interviewee D, Male, 7/6/2018)
“I prefer to travel in my own time and in my own space. So I don’t usually
use assistance for this reason.”
(Interviewee N, Female, 18/6/2018)
Throughout the interviews, the VIP often compared the “turn-up-and-go” service
available on the Underground with the pre-booked assistance for the National Rail
service, and reported the issue of equality of passenger rights. They expressed a desire
for “turn-up-and-go” to be extended to all railway services in London, stating that it
would improve their journey experience. Although it is hard to ensure sufficient staffing
at every railway station to provide VIP with instant support, stringent efforts should be
made to enable the same flexibility of travel on public transport as for non-disabled
passengers.
4.6. Freedom pass (FP)
All the interviewees were positive about the FP and found it very useful. A range of
positive impacts was discussed, adding to the literature on encouraging more trips
(Metz, 2003; Mackett, 2013) and the symbolic entitlement to free travel for older people
(Jones et al., 2013).
First, the FP gives VIP huge savings in travel costs. In monetary terms, it addresses
certain socio-economic issues relating to the disadvantaged by compensating them for
the high transport costs of travelling around. As Joseph and Robinson (2012) illustrated,
transport is a barrier to job-seeking for VIP. By removing the cost barrier, VIP are not
restricted to employment within a specific proximity.
“It’s already hard for VIP to get a job, so FP means a lot for the budget.”
(Interviewee C, Female, 7/6/2018)
Many interviewees appreciated the symbolism of “freedom” associated with the FP.
For a lot of VIP, when they lost their vision it became difficult for them to take even
the first step beyond their home. However, the FP gives them the opportunity and the
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encouragement to reach out further. Hence the symbolic meaning of the FP to VIP
extends beyond being entitled to benefits.
“It encourages me to travel as I have my freedom back.”
(Interviewee C, Female, 7/6/2018)
“I travel a lot more now that I have one, as it gives me freedom.”
(Interviewee T, Female, 27/6/2018)
“I’m having the freedom to choose more appropriate routes that could
have been more expensive.”
(Interviewee H, Male, 13/6/2018)
The FP enables VIP to take part in activities, and this affects their well-being. They can
attend activities without worrying about the transport cost, thus removing a major
barrier to participation. This is consistent with the literature, which states that mobility
and well-being are mutually influential for older people (Ziegler and Schwanen, 2011;
Nordbakke and Schwanen, 2015). It also confirms a previous study that fare exemptions
on buses engender the well-being of young people in London (Jones et al., 2012).
“Before having FP, I was less able to do things. It enables me to take part
in sports activities.”
(Interviewee R, Female, 25/6/2018)
“It’s very useful because it gives you the opportunity, as someone with
disability, to go out, to go to a job, and you’re not just stuck in your house.”
(Interviewee G, Female, 11/6/2018)
“It’s an encouragement to go to places because you can exercise.”
(Interviewee W, Male, 29/6/2018)
Engaging in activities enables VIP to socialise with others, thereby addressing potential
psychological issues arising from their disability. This confirms previous claims that
VIP are socially disadvantaged due to accessibility issues (Lucas, 2012). Through
London’s good public transport network, and with the FP addressing cost issues, a more
inclusive environment is created.
“FP made it more tempting to go out to meet new people, to try new things,
to see new places.”
(Interviewee O, Male, 18/6/2018)
“One of the great problems with sight loss is depression caused by
isolation. The more you go out, FP in a sense can achieve that.”
(Interviewee E, Male, 8/6/2018)
Another psychological issue addressed by the FP is anxiety about going out. Gallagher
et al. (2011) outlined that VIP feel stressed about missing their stops when they travel
alone. Comments from VIP revealed that having a FP alleviates their anxiety and
worries about going the wrong way. Hence, the FP gives them the courage to try
travelling solo on public transport.
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“I can take a rehearsal journey for an important appointment to figure out
the way to get there without worrying about the cost.”
(Interviewee F, Female, 10/6/2018)
“When I get lost or use the wrong route, FP compensates the burden.”
(Interviewee J, Female, 13/6/2018)
In a wider sense, the FP contributes to transport sustainability goals by encouraging
people to use public transport instead of a taxi or private vehicle. Public transport is
sustainable, in terms of the transport hierarchy, because it has relatively low perpassenger emissions compared with private modes. Such a phenomenon has not been
explored in previous studies on the impact of concessionary travel among older people.
While some older people are still able to drive, VIP cannot, and hence they depend on
public transport to get around.
“FP is encouraging for giving public transport a try.”
(Interviewee M, Male, 18/6/2018)
“Instead of taking a taxi, sometimes I take public transport.”
(Interviewee D, Male, 7/6/2018)
To summarise, the FP is a very useful policy measure that delivers a tremendously
positive impact for VIP when they use public transport. This should be continued in the
future to enable VIP to reach out and be independent.
5. Conclusions
This study has examined the issue of VIP taking public transport in London. Through
a qualitative approach of conducting in-depth interviews with 23 VIP, reflections on
the journey experience were captured. The concerns and expectations identified were
highlighted for further analysis. Journeys are generally much too difficult for VIP, even
in a context where extensive public transport is available. Everyone has the right to
access the transport system, and to participate in activities that improve their quality of
life. Yet VIP often experience many difficulties on their journeys and these are
overlooked by policymakers. Hence, they need to be much better understood and
resolved.
Our findings show, firstly, that access to information is a major barrier to VIP. Although
the availability of the Internet has improved people’s access to information, VIP still
face challenges in planning their trips because a single platform containing all the
information they need does not yet exist. As a result, they have to switch between
various information sources to plan a single trip. Second, having access to the Internet
is not equivalent to being able to receive information updates, because they are not
always in an accessible format at easy-to-reach places. Hence, we argue that VIP
require improved access to information to help with journey experiences. VIP often rely
on information produced by charities and other private organisations rather than the
official sources. Finally, the interviews show that the lack of consistency across the TfL
network poses a barrier to a smooth journey for VIP. For example, the absence of tactile
paving on some platforms and the inconsistent interior designs of vehicles make VIP
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insecure and fearful about their personal safety.
Therefore, we argue that there is great scope for improvement in terms of accessible
travel aids on public transport, based on the existing journey experience of VIP. The
literature and research findings stress that RTI is important for a positive journey
experience, yet it is rarely used by VIP because it is not delivered in formats accessible
to them. The use of audio announcements on public transport is very beneficial to VIP’s
journey experience, based on the feedback from the interviewees, because it is the major
source of information for them. However, information delivery could be further
improved for a better experience by VIP. Moreover, staff assistance is a concern for
VIP. Long waiting times and staff with an unhelpful attitude reduce the overall quality
of the journey experience. TfL’s ‘turn-up-and-go’ provision of assistance is welcomed
by VIP because it increases their travel flexibility. These factors add to the findings
from previous literature, which do not emphasise the travel experience relative to staff
issues. The Freedom Pass (FP) is a critical aid to VIP, bringing a variety of positive
impacts when using public transport. Apart from its symbolic entitlement, the scheme
addresses the socio-economic issues of transport costs and personal well-being, and
encourages VIP to actively venture out to different places.
As we can see, decisions on taking public transport are affected by the journey
experience (Edvardsson, 1998). Our research found that both positive and negative
journey experiences can influence future decision making concerning public transport.
Moreover, the Equality Act 2010 states that VIP should be entitled to the same
experience as that of non-disabled passengers. Hence, planners and policymakers
should make greater efforts to improve public transport services in order to enhance the
journey experiences of VIP. With the wider availability of smart technology, TfL
should consider developing an integrated smartphone App for delivering travel
information, ranging from journey planning and service status updates to RTI about
buses and railway services. Technology can help enhance the experiences of VIP.
Indeed, most information is readily available in visual formats, so the key will be to
transform this into a format that is compatible with and presentable on smartphones, so
that VIP can also access it.
Audio announcements and FP are some of the resources that are found to be useful and
important for VIP who wish to travel independently around the city on public transport.
With the threat of budget cuts, VIP are worried about the reduction in staff at stations,
making it more difficult for them to seek assistance. It is crucial to understand that staff
assistance is an inseparable part of the journey experience of VIP on public transport.
We argue that the rights of VIP should not be affected by the financial operation of the
national government. Hence, it is suggested that the transport authority consider
carefully, in their reaction to cost-cutting needs, how to continue providing sufficient
assistance to VIP.
Directions for future research arise from the findings of this study. First, similar studies
could be replicated for other types of disabilities in an effort to understand those
people’s experiences and needs. There are some differences found relative to the
previous literature, which has tended to address all types of disabilities – we have
attempted to highlight the specific needs of VIP. Disabled people face differing
challenges in using public transport and future work focusing on specific groups could
offer further insights. In addition, in order to extend the study’s findings, future research
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could investigate how technology could improve the journey experience of VIP.
Currently, some participants already benefit from the use of smart technology, which
is designed for smoother journey planning. Because this is continually advancing,
technology is expected to have an even greater impact on the travel experiences and
trip decisions of VIP in the future. Moreover, further research could examine how the
different stakeholders in society define “accessibility”. For instance, the Public
Transport Accessibility Level (PTAL), used for measuring public transport in transport
planning, refers to walking time, reliability of service, number of services available and
level of service (TfL, 2015). A bus stop is considered to be accessible when ramps can
be deployed for wheelchair and reduced mobility users (TfL, 2017). However, VIP
view accessibility in terms of safety and removal of obstacles. Hence the different
perspectives on accessibility may deserve further investigation. To overcome the
limitation of the sampling used in this research, it is also suggested that future research
could adopt other sampling methods in order to reach VIP whose access to information
is more limited, in order to reflect the situation more accurately.
Specific provisions are made for disabled passengers on public transport, yet our
findings suggest that many factors need improvement. These will help enhance access
to independent travel on public transport and to activities in the city. Disabled people
are a heterogeneous group with differing needs, and future policies and aids should
address the particular needs of passengers, instead of attempting to address the wide
spectrum of disabled persons with limited interventions. Although this study focussed
on London, the results could also provide valuable insights for improving VIP’s
experience of public transport in cities internationally. If transport really is to be for
everyone, then a detailed understanding of individual requirements needs to be
developed – and the transport systems to be improved to match this heterogeneity.
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