
Aren’t We All Mystery Shoppers in Public Transport?

Stefan Voß

April 25, 2019

Abstract

Whenever we use public transport we are supposed to have a goal, leaving some origin and arriving
at some destination. We have a purpose and possibly walking is too much, a bicycle not available (or
the hill is too steep) and the car may be difficult to park. So, we use public transport. This could be
subway, bus, many others. And we have a given system that provides us what we want. Does it? Very
often it works, but there is also hesitation in many places around the world. For instance, in the United
States we often hear that public transport is for poor people, those who cannot afford a big car.

Whenever we want to use public transport we need information; for instance, which means of trans-
portation is available at what time and how much do we need to pay? We expect that clever people
have done some proper investigation and that everything works. This would be an ideal world. Then,
however, we meet disturbances, problems and alike. How could we make it better (or, better, those who
are responsible for running the system).

An interesting observation is that many people are discussing about the quality of public transport.
But then nothing changes. May be the users should pay attention. May be the users could even provide
some input on how to improve the public transport system. May be we are not properly trained in
marketing but that might even be an advantage. We are not bound to use predefined, sometimes useless,
knowledge from academia. May be we just need to be careful in observing. In that sense we could all be
mystery shoppers in public transport.

In this paper we argue that most of the so-called survey-based research in public transport is most
valuable for transport authorities and transit companies but lacks scientific and generalizable interest
and innovation. Often a survey is designed and implemented in order to capture the response of public
transport users in some city or area around the globe. People are completing surveys and then researchers
investigate with some mathematical formulas. And what do we get? To be provocative, in most cases
nothing, no new information, no new insights. Rather we claim that all of us are somehow able to grasp
whatever is needed by open up our eyes “on the shopfloor.” That is, may be we need mystery shoppers
in public transport rather than researchers applying known technology for writing papers that are not
needed.

We exemplify by means of surveying quite a few empirical studies from literature and their insights.
This is confronted with some mystery shopper experience traveling to and around in Valparaiso, Chile,
Hamburg, Germany, and Bellagio, Italy. Methodology-wise this may be embedded into grounded theory
analysis but need not; marketing can help.
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