Mn/DOT’s Understanding of Traveler Information Satisfaction

(Prepared by Mn/DOT Market Research, May 24, 2002)

The following pages draw data from several research projects conducted between ’96 and ’02.  They are organized to follow Mark Larson’s line of questioning  (sent via GroupWise in May) for the Program Delivery Executive Team.

Most (and presented in the forefront) are data and findings from the baseline “Statewide Traveler Information Study” that was completed in April of ‘02 for ATIS. This study will be repeated in early fall of ’02 for the purpose of tracking success of an ATIS marketing campaign for traveler information tools.

On this baseline study, we divided the topic of traveler information (TI) into 3 categories of specific types of information, namely:

· Traffic congestion information

· Weather and road surface conditions

· Road construction information

Among these pages you will find the following KeyFindings:
· Current awareness for any TI tools other than TV and radio is relatively low (less than 10% “first mention” when a random sample was asked unaidedly to name the first source of traveler information that came to mind).

· When all unaided mentions of all sources are combined, the 1-800 traveler information phone line is mentioned by 11% of the drivers as a TI source of which they are aware. Remaining Mn/DOT tools continue to garner less than 10% response.

· In a random population of MN drivers, 1 in 5 has used KBEM radio in the past year (more in Metro) and 1 in 10 has accessed Mn/DOT’s website for TI. (“General” radio and TV were used by roughly 8 in 10 over the past year, for TI).

· A very strong majority of those using Mn/DOT’s TI services rate them as useful (either ‘somewhat’ or ‘very’).

· Any lack of satisfaction with TI that has surfaced has been minority opinion and has focused primarily on the issues of:

· Timeliness (how fast is the information getting to the driver)

· Accuracy (which is directly related to timeliness because the information must be very current to be accurate and reliable)

· Specificity (the need for more of such, on Changeable Message Signs) As an example, drivers want the signs to not have ambiguous terminology such as “major delay” because that can mean so many different things to different people. We heard the term ‘major delay’ defined by customers as anywhere from 10 minutes to 45 minutes.

· In terms of what people want in the way of traveler information, our research (over many studies) tells us they want to know as much as Mn/DOT knows, abbreviated into terminology that is unambiguous and gives specific detail.  Additionally it is asked that if information is ‘real-time’ then the signs/other media have a way to verify that it is.  Though this is a tall order and is recognized as such by drivers, some small and significant changes were easily made, in how the information is relayed via the Changeable Message Signs, as a result of this research.

· Additionally, we’ve learned that “time-predictable trips” is key to what travelers want, and good information is critical to achieving this desired outcome. For example, this would include advanced information about construction delays and information about non-standard delays. Commuters, carriers and shippers expect to run into traffic delays on given routes at given times, and reporting of those routine delays is not as valuable to them as ‘exception reporting’ about incidents, construction, etc. 

· Are people getting what they need in terms of traveler information? Current measurement (2001 Omnibus) of satisfaction with travel delay info points to the reality that a strong majority of the people are satisfied with this one, particular, type of information. However, satisfaction ratings do not tell us if needs are getting met, only how certain items are faring. On the Statewide TI baseline, a fairly consistent number of  “don’t knows” surfaced at each of the awareness questions. This indicates a lack of information about information, but does not tell us how much this contributes to dissatisfaction. Nor does it tell us if people have unmet needs. It would be good to begin investigating this topic further.


I.     Awareness of Information Sources   

Q23a.  When you think about checking on (traffic congestion/ weather and road surface conditions/construction information) what is the first source of information that comes to mind for you?

General radio and Regular TV are the

dominant sources for Traveler Information.
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General radio and Regular TV tend to be the sources of traveler information that come to mind first.  All other vehicles are recalled without prompting by less than 10 percent of all respondents.
Not represented on this graph are “others” and “don’t know” or “none” responses.

I.     Awareness of Information Sources   (continued)






Q23b.  What other sources of information about [traffic congestion/ weather and road surface conditions/construction information] are you aware of?


[image: image2.wmf]Total Unaided Awareness of Sources of Traveler Information

Total Mentions By Type Of Traveler Information

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Traffic Congestion

54%

43%

16%

6%

5%

4%

2%

1%

1%

0%

Weather/Road Surface Conditions

58%

64%

23%

5%

11%

7%

1%

7%

1%

0%

Road Construction

27%

31%

11%

5%

4%

17%

1%

0%

1%

1%

Regular 

Radio

Regular TV

other 

website

MnDOT 

website

1-800 

telephone

Newspaper

KBEM radio

Cable TV

5-1-1 

telephone

Get Around 

Guide

% of respondents



II.  Usage of Information Sources   continued







Q25a.  Which of the following sources of travel information have you used in the past year…?

Three-fourths of the people have used general radio or regular TV

 as a source of traveler information in the past year.

A distant third is the newspaper.
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Greater Minnesota is more likely to use cable TV and/or the 1-800 Traveler Information telephone number as a source of information, than are Metro area residents.  The 800 line has traditionally had more awareness outstate, and since cable TV is often the preferred choice outside the Metro, (in general, for greater reception) this finding may not be surprising to some.  

One in 5 people said that they have used a website other than Mn/DOT’s as a source of traveler information in the past year.

Note that when cable TV was mentioned, specific stations were neither offered, nor asked for, in clarification. 

III.   Utility of Information Sources  






 


Q31.  Overall, how useful would you say the information from (SERVICE) is to you as a user of Minnesota roads? [Asked of those who had used each service in the past year].

Each of the traveler information services Mn/DOT 

provides is considered useful by a strong majority of people 

who have used the service in the past year.
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The 1-800 telephone line is considered useful by 9 of 10 people who have used it in the past year, while Mn/DOT’s website is considered Very useful by 4 in 10 people who have used the site for traveler information.
Base sizes are too small to draw definitive conclusions for the Get Around Guide and 5-1-1 telephone number.  


IV.          Why are people dissatisfied with travel delay information?

This is a very specific issue, and one that we have not asked about, since 1996 because the number of less-than-satisfied people was comparatively small in our customer population (typically 20 to 25%).  

It is worthwhile, however, to look at the reasons in summary form because they were corroborated somewhat in qualitative research conducted in late ’99 regarding Changeable Message Signs.  Further discussion of information needs involving these signs will continue on the next page. 

REASONS FOR LACK OF SATISFACTION: *

(Answered by less than 20% of sample of 800, in 1996 Omnibus study)

(Before travel):   If respondents stated that they were either "not very" or "not at all" satisfied about a specific type of traveler information, they would then be asked the reasons for their lack of satisfaction. 

The lack of satisfaction with the delay information available BEFORE travel gets attributed to three main areas: 

· delay in getting information,

· incompleteness of information, and 

· a belief that the information is not accurate. 

(After travel):   The same issues arise in this situation, however, once people have begun to travel, there is a concern that information is actually lacking in some cases.

Of secondary concern for both before and after travel is the presence of some confusion on the part of a small number of respondents who stated they did not know where to find the information they wanted. 

*Excerpted from a short summary report, “Mn/DOT’s Traveler Information Measurement” requested by Dick Stehr on the topic, once the ’96 Omnibus was completed. If you would like a copy, please contact Chris McMahon at 651.284.3243.

V. What do people want in the way of traveler information?

Discussion here will be a synthesis of qualitative information that the market researchers have, each from attending and moderating many focus groups that dealt with an array of different issues, as well as from quantitative studies such as the Segmentation Study conducted in 2000. None of our recent projects focused on the topic “what do you want in the way of information?” but the subject invariably comes up in other ways. 

Specific Studies

For example, we’ve seen in other studies (such as the ITS Trilogy project reported in ’98, that tested the use of real-time traveler info via in-vehicle devices) that commuters also rely on their own experiences and judgment when faced with traffic or incident delays. This was true even when the most up-to-date information and devices were used in this project to communicate traveler information. 

The degree to which commuters rely on external sources vs. their own experiences and judgment is unclear, although in the next traveler information wave we intend to flesh that out.

In the Changeable Message Signs study, (’99) participants in six focus groups asked for the following things on the Changeable Message Signs:

· Accuracy in terms of timeliness. (Meaning: if there is an indication on the signs as to what time it is posted, or what time the incident occurred, then drivers have more faith in the information being very current and reliable).

· Specificity about the incident. (Where it is, exactly, on the freeway; whether or not to divert; suggested roads to divert to; length of time it is taking at this moment to get from Point A to Point B).

Satisfaction with the signs was very high, and there was some moderate consideration given to using the signs for the purpose of posting ‘travel quality’ information. However, the groups strongly urged Mn/DOT to wait on that until there was a way to indicate with color or flashing lights, the fact that one message is more urgent and critical than another. 

In other words, the fear surfaced that if we use the CMS for other than incident information, drivers could get desensitized to messages, i.e., they might get used to seeing something on the CMS more often, and pay less attention/miss critical information. 

This could be alleviated if the incident information were always in red, for instance, or if there was a single bulb that flashed, alerting them to the fact that this post is urgent/recent/of an emergency nature.

Broader, Derived Needs from Multiple Research Projects

Part of a previous document submitted to management earlier this year is inserted next. These findings that come from multiple studies relate directly to informational needs. 

Commuters, Carriers and Shippers 

These three segment groups have a lot in common with respect to what they’re looking for in a transportation system.  The reason these groups express the same needs is because they all take trips (or plan trips in the case of the shippers) with time sensitivity being paramount to their travels.  Although all of Mn/DOT’s customer segments want the three service characteristics (seen listed below) they tend to be of most significance to the commuters, carriers and shippers.  These include:

· “Time-predictable” trips – which means they do not encounter non-standard delays.  They do expect to run into traffic delays at certain times and along certain routes.  It’s those occasional, atypical, non-communicated delays that are a problem for them.  These drivers are not unreasonable; they don’t expect congestion to disappear.  Rather, they understand that population growth in the state affects our ability to manage the system at an optimum level.    

· Timely and accurate traveler information – which means the information received is error free, current and communicated in a timely enough manner to allow them to make informed route decisions.  Further, they tell us they ‘already know’ where the standard, daily delays are and want us to focus on ‘exception reporting’.    Shippers, Carriers and Commuters alike tell us that they most value ‘exception’ reporting.   (For example, commuters typically drive the same route during the same times every day and are well aware of where the delays/back-up begin and end.  They don’t want to hear traffic reports that repeat this information  -- which they consider obvious).    The majority of commuters want to receive these “exception reports” on TV before they leave home, and on the radio while in their car.  Some also express they like seeing a website that shows problem areas they can reference before they turn their computers off prior to leaving the office.  

· Advanced information about construction delays.  They do not want to be surprised as they drive upon a construction site.  Mass media (newspaper and television) along with advanced signage along the route under repair are the preferred ways to access this information.   This advanced information is particularly important to shippers who plan the routes for the carriers/truckers.  Advanced, accurate information is critical to their operations so they know when to be re-routing their trucks through these construction events. They remind us that ‘time is literally money’ for their business and any amount of delay means lost profits.  Their business is increasing under the pressures of JIT (just in time) delivery principles forcing them to pick up and drop off goods within tighter and tighter windows just to remain competitive.  This leaves little or no room for unexpected road delays.

VI. Are customers getting what they need in the way of traveler information?

This is a lofty question and one that is difficult to answer from our research, as we have not directly asked the question.  We know from other measures that the public, for the most part, is satisfied with things as they are today, in the way of traveler information.   (Which does not tell us if they have unmet needs). 

We also know that they think Mn/DOT should be the entity responsible for providing traveler information. (65% statewide chose Mn/DOT over the private sector on the Statewide Traveler Information Study). 

However, because we know that customers have difficulty articulating their transportation needs, we have worked with derived needs instead.  And, having recently derived the needs, we as yet have not assessed whether they are, in fact, being met. 

While we know that satisfaction ratings can indicate whether we are “ on track”, they do not tell us if we are doing enough to meet customer needs.  Additional research would be wise in this area, to ascertain whether the needs we are filling today, are sufficient and do, in fact, support the public’s traveler information needs.

This graph represents the total number of times each source was mentioned by the respondents, when asked which ones they were aware of.  As can be seen, unaided recall of Mn/DOT tools is comparatively low and this is not a surprise to the ITS and communications personnel involved with this study.





While it has never been a goal to compete with the media, this data points to the depth of impact that the media can have if we choose to partner with them to get information out to the public.





Totals are more than 100% because of multiple responses.
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Source: Omnibus, 1996 





Additional details for the quantitative findings, and further discussion of the qualitative findings can be found in the remainder of this document. These first two pages simply summarize the rest.





Arrows used in the graph denote statistically significant differences





Source: Statewide Traveler Information Study
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