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Abstract 

The article focuses on a particular dimension of rail transport operations: customer service. It 
reports the outcomes of a survey commissioned by the UIC EDP customer service workgroup 
to its members to assess currently used training topics and methods in railway companies for 
customer service staff. 
The survey analysed six areas of interest, as follows: personnel, context of training, training 
topics, learning methodologies, trainers and training facilities. The manuscript starts with a 
discussion concerning the current issues and aspects of railways customer service. Follows 
the identification and valuation of the core competences. It is discussed the training and 
educational needs along with the respective potential training methods and techniques. 
Moreover, bearing in mind that this is the second edition of the survey (first edition in the year 
2013), the manuscript highlights evolutions and differences arisen from a cross comparison. 
 

1 Introduction 

Rail transport is worldwide object of renewed interest 
to help tackling many of challenges facing modern 
societies, such as: the need for a sustainable 
development, increasing congestion of transport network, 
exhaustion of fossil fuels, raising costs of energy or ever-
expanding demand for mobility of goods and people 
resulted in a revival for rail transport. In particular, rail 
transport is going to assume a pivotal role in integration of 
transport systems. This revival pushes forward a growing 
pressure to deliver new and efficient services. In parallel, 
there has been an increasing demand for technology to 
improve the safety and productivity of the industry. 
Moreover, a globalised economy requires a change in the 
way of thinking, where key rail transport agents must be 
prepared to act on a global setting and compete beyond 
national borders. In this transition and context, knowledge 
domains that until a few decades ago were of relative 
concern have grown in relevancy, including environment 
(e.g. waste management or recycling), information 
technologies (e.g. integrated ticketing or public 
information systems) or integrated operations (e.g. inter-
modality or multimodality). A gradual shift and consequent 
refocus of the core competences of many railway 
companies is resulting from the literature. Railway 
companies have been adapting their portfolio of 
competencies through tailored recruitment processes or 
training and formation of human resources. Therefore, it 
is relevant to understand the evolving competence needs 
of railways companies, to develop tailored educational 
and training activities. 

2 Survey’s background 

Railways in Europe are maturing their transition from 
the concentration on the running of trains towards the 
provision of integrated services for passengers 
characterised by an overall higher quality: customers 
desire and expect a higher service level and this ensures 
that operating companies are able to attract and retain 
them. 

In October 2011, the UIC Expertise Development 
Platform (EDP) created a workgroup with the aim and 
objective to review training topics for customer services 
and their associated methodologies throughout the UIC 
rail network. These activities included an extended survey 
covering the concerned topics throughout a sample of UIC 
member companies. The results have been summarised 
in the paper presented during WCRT2103 [1]. 

The following steps (2014-2015) included case studies 
on some best practices focuses (e.g. managing growing 
incivilities, extended use of e-ticketing and further 
investigation on continuous training for staff. 

The peculiarities of topic tackled by this investigation 
suggested involving academic members extendedly 
experienced in railway training and education [2] [3] [4] [5] 
[6] supported by PhD/Master students to deploy and 
analyse the feedback of a newly conceived survey. 

The selected involved academic members are from 
Portugal (Istituto Superior Tecnico of the University of 
Lisbon), who managed the survey organisation and 
deployment, and from Italy (DICEA Department of 
Sapienza University of Rome), who analysed the results 
of the survey and took care of paper and presentation for 
WCRT2015. 
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3 Survey’s Structure 

The survey laid on a questionnaire articulated into the 
following sections and concerned information: 

I) Responding companies, 
II) Deployed training activities, 
III) Training of train management workforces, 
IV) Training of station workforces, 
V) Training of call or web centres workforces, 
VI) Difficulties and challenges for training activities. 
The sample of the responding companies included 

nine subjects from eight countries: Finland (1), France (1), 
Japan (1), Netherlands (1), Norway (1), Poland (1), 
Portugal (1) and United Kingdom (2). 

The responding companies cover long distance and 
local railway undertakings (7), urban and suburban 
railway undertakings (1) and infrastructure managers (1). 

Therefore, the sample ensures a good geographical 
representativeness, though limited in absolute dimensions 
and statistical meaning, and includes the main key actors 
providing customer services for passengers. 

4 Training intensity, methods and 
contents 

The yearly amount of hours dedicated to the training 
activities measures its intensity, which results variable 
within a wide range (7÷120) with an average value of 40 
hours/year (fig. 1). 

 

 

Fig. 1 Training intensity 

 

Moreover, only 4/9 companies applies training on the 
job concepts including on-line learning, with additional 
periods variable from 10 to 200 hours/year. 

A small majority of the companies (5/9) prefers a 
Bottom-Up approach (Human Resources departments 
define a set of training modules and employees 
customize the training plan), in comparison to a Top-
Down approach (Human Resources department defines 
one annual training plan and all employees receive the 
same training). 

Nevertheless, the large majority of the companies (7/9) 
is in favour of a combined organization, where the internal 
Human Resources departments cooperate with external 
specialized training entities, hired or contracted in. 

All respondents apply live training in classrooms or 
labs, with teacher and trainees in the same room, while 
5/9 respondents integrate it with asynchronous on-line 
training, where lectures are previously recorded and 
trainees can see it any time, without direct interaction 
between teacher and trainees. 

These choices are mainly motivated for a better 
achievement of training objectives themselves, but also to 
ensure a critical mass of trainees taking into account their 

geographical distribution, the time efficiency required to 
ensure the continuity of production, as well as the trainers’ 
availability and the constraints due to budget. 

Almost the totality of the respondents combines 
educational printed material (slides, texts, exercises etc.) 
with media products (videos, audio, animation, etc.) and 
real objects or mock-up. 

All responding companies organise lectures with 
presentation of contents and working groups dealing with 
games, discussions and exercises, 7/9 companies include 
also individual assignments through readings, doing 
exercise, etc.. 

 Concerning the contents, all companies include 
products, procedures, services, legislation and 
regulations, best practices, case studies and real-world 
situations, while a majority of them (7/9), plans also a 
specific training on new technologies. 

5 Training of train managers 
workforces 

Only 4/9 of respondents (from France, Japan, 
Netherlands and Norway) approached specifically the 
training of train managers for customer services supply 
items, though with much differentiated rate of involvement 
(from 50 to 11,000 trainees), mainly depending upon the 
dimensions of the company itself, and trends referred to 
the last 5 years stable or with limited reduction (up to 
10%). 

The trainees are mainly (3/4) employers of the 
company, with a single case of partial (20% of trainees) 
supply of training towards third parties. 

Their education level (fig. 2) is diffusely variable with 
prevailing group of graduated personnel (16 years of 
education) in Japan and Norway, and lower levels 
personnel (12 years of education or less) in France and 
the Netherlands. 

 

 

 Fig. 2 Education levels of trained train managers 

 

The advancements in ticketing, occurred in the recent 
years, convinced all the concerned companies to supply 
specific education in this area. 

Only in 50% of the cases, the internal competences of 
Human Resources departments have deployed the 
training, while in the remaining cases, where the trainees 
have a higher education level, specialized external 
companies provided with this education. 

The contents of training activities included mainly the 
information of customers on how to work with 
technologies, in a few cases, they approached specifically 
how the train managers have to work with the 
technologies and prevent frauds. 

Moreover, the increased frequency of complex and 
aggressive situations (namely incivilities) brought all the 
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respondent companies to include specific programs in the 
training activities for train managers of all companies. 

With a single exception, companies’ Human 
Resources departments, without the involvement of 
specialized outsourcers, have deployed these training 
actions. 

The contents of the training dealt mainly with the 
management of such conflict situations (what to say, what 
to do, how to behave, etc.), but also with the identification 
and the minimizations of conditions prone to conflicts. Identify and minimize conditions prone to conflicts;, b. Deal with such conflict situations (e.g.: what to say, what to do, how to behav 

6 Training of station workforces 

In this case, 5/9 of respondents (from France, Japan, 
Netherlands, Poland and United Kingdom) approached 
specifically the training of train managers for customer 
services supply items. The rate of involvement are, again, 
much differentiated, depending upon the dimensions of 
the company itself (from 24 to 10,000 trainees) and trends 
referred to the last 5 years stable in 60% of cases and 
decreasing in the remaining cases. 

The trainees are mainly (4/5) employers of the 
company, with a single case of partial (10% of trainees) 
supply of training towards third parties. 

Also for station operators, the education level (fig. 3) is 
diffusely variable, though are here normally prevailing the 
workforces with lower education (12 years of education or 
less) with a more balanced situation among the various 
levels in Poland only. 

 

 

 Fig. 3 Education levels of trained station operators 

 

The advancements in ticketing, occurred in the recent 
years, convinced the majority (4/5) of the concerned 
companies to supply specific education in this area. 

In 75% of the cases, the internal competences of 
Human Resources departments have deployed the 
training, while in the remaining case, where the trainees 
have a higher education level, specialized external 
companies provided with this education. 

Also for personnel operating in stations, the contents of 
training activities included mainly the information of 
customers on how to work with technologies, more rarely 
how the station workforces have to work with the ticketing 
technologies. 

Moreover, the increased frequency of complex and 
aggressive situations (namely incivilities) brought the 
majority (4/5) of the respondent companies to include 
specific programs in the training activities for station 
workforces. 

With the exception of companies from Japan and 
United Kingdom, the majority (3/5) of Human Resources 
departments have deployed these training actions, 
without the involvement of specialized outsourcers. 

The contents of the training dealt both with the 
identification and the minimizations of conditions prone to 
conflicts and the management of such conflict situations 
(what to say, what to do, how to behave, etc.), but also 
how to recognise and react to them, being aware of 
personal safety and stress involved. 

7 Training of Call Center or Web Center 
workforces 

For the training of these workforces, 3/9 of the 
respondents only (from France, Japan, and the 
Netherlands) have implemented specific actions. The rate 
of involvement are smaller than for the other workforces, 
but, once more, much differentiated, depending upon the 
dimensions of the company itself (from 5 to 900 trainees) 
and trends referred to the last 5 years are not 
homogenous, including stability, small decrease and more 
relevant increase (10%). 

The trainees are mainly (2/3) employers of the 
company, with a single case of partial (30% of trainees) 
supply of training in favour of third parties. 

For Call Center and Web Center operators, the 
education level (fig. 4) is drastically not homogeneous: the 
workforces with lower education (12 years of education or 
less) are the large majority in European companies, as 
well as in Japan they are all graduated with at least 16 
years long education. 

 

 

 Fig. 4 Education levels of Call Center and Web Center 
operators 

 

The advancements in ticketing had an effect also on 
the customer services supplied by Call Center and Web 
Center, therefore the totality of the concerned companies 
supplied specific education in this area. 

For the half of them, the internal competences of 
Human Resources departments have been capable to 
deploy in house the training, while in the remaining 50% 
specialized external companies have been involved. 

 

8 Experienced difficulties and 
perspectives 

8.1 Experienced difficulties 

The most frequent difficulties encountered during the 
training activities dedicated to people involved in 
supplying customer services are those emerging from the 
free answers of the respondent companies as follows: 
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- Low motivation of trainees and trainers, due to 
missing information on purposes and relevance of the 
training itself, 

- Limited amount of trainers, 
- Lack of specific training and technological 

competences of trainers, second, 
- Scarcity of young workforce more sensitive to training 

and open towards innovation, 
- Lack of training hours due to the heavy production 

workload of trainees and trainers, 
- Poor coordination between training and productive 

activities, 
- Limited budget for training activities, 
- Insufficient availability of innovative (e.g. web based) 

methods and technologies capable to meet new training 
requirements/expectations. 

8.2 Effects of new ticketing systems 

The new ticketing systems respond to the customer 
demand of easy access to the services (where I want, 
when I want). 

New ticket services and front offices to customers must 
provide: 

- Easy last minute purchase and more personalised 
services, 

- Self-service ticketing systems under the tutoring of 
selling staff, 

- Chip card and contactless payment systems, 
- Innovative services and flexible fare systems, as 

much as possible integrated with urban transport 
services. 

The training must help the staff to fulfil all these tasks 
in the most effective way, by increasing their knowledge 
of the e-services provided to customers on the various 
devices and to suggest the most effective processes to 
apply in the new ticket offices integrating learning on the 
job and mentoring, finally reducing personnel expenses 
for the companies. 

8.3 Future training topics 

Based on the acquired experiences and the planned 
innovations, the respondent companies have identified 
the following topics to deploy in the coming years: 

- Commercial efficiency, 
- Frauds identification and prevention, 
- Incivilities prevention and management, 
- Safeguard of safety and security without penalising 

passengers’ comfort and operation performances, 
- Cooperation between station and train operators, 
- Role of human factors in customers’ assistance, 

change management and conflict management, 
- Technical skills in the field of E-Systems. 

8.4 Expected role of ICT in training activities 

The respondent companies generally agree that new 
information and communication technologies will affect 
relevantly the future training methods. 

In particular, it should help to realise the pledge of 
providing to each employee the access to learning 
according to his or her own specific needs. 

It will allow increasing the efficiency of learning transfer 
and, generally, to tackle several difficulties (see § 8.1). 

An example could be the use of interactive Learning 
Management System (LMS) finalised by means of 

personal equipment (e.g. tablets) for judging/selecting 
correct action against troubles simulated in a virtual world. 

9 Main evolutions in comparison with 
the previous UIC EDP survey 

The previous study presented in Sankt Polten [1], 
developed within the UIC EDP, was addressing a wide set 
of investigated topics, nevertheless, some conclusions 
represented the preface and the motivations to organise 
the present study. 

Therefore, are here presented the results of a 
comparison between the conclusions of that study and the 
main achievements of the present survey are here 
presented. 

The present survey confirms the need of innovative 
training methodologies for approaching younger people, 
which will represent a key driver for the perspective 
training in the field of customer services and not only.  

The respondents to this survey did not specifically 
highlight the need to pursue the homogenisation across 
companies of training system reflecting the globalisation 
of information systems and customer services, which 
emerged by the previous UIC EDP investigations. 

The rise of more severe public incivilities, emerged in 
[1] is confirmed to have solicited dedicated training 
activities in the specific investigations summarised is 
sections 5 and 6, which will bring added value to railway 
companies and public transport operators in general. 

10 Conclusions 

The study, based on the elaboration of survey’s results, 
allowed focusing some key issues related to the 
implementation of a training activities dedicated to 
improve the effectiveness of the customer services. 

Starting from the results of the previous enquiry 
deployed by UIC EDP in 2013, approached a 
quantification of workforces specifically trained on these 
aspect, intensity of the training activities and applied 
methods. 

The results show that the extension and the intensity of 
the training are not a consolidated field: amount of 
trainees and duration of the training itself are indeed an 
inhomogeneous data, at least based on the analysed 
sample. 

On the contrary, the used methods seems to be more 
homogeneous and, in the most companies, the new 
technologies helps to maximise the effectiveness of the 
learning process. 

The training of the train’s managers is particularly 
dedicated to the information of customers on how to work 
with technologies and new flexible ticketing systems. 

The station managers have a lower level of education 
(large majority of undergraduate) and their training is 
particularly dedicated to manage conflicts and incivilities. 

Finally, the training of operators in phone and web 
centres is less frequent and the methodological 
approaches in this direction seems less consolidated. 

In general, the main difficulties encountered are the low 
motivation of trainees and trainers, due to missing 
information on purposes and relevance of the training 
itself. 

In the meantime, the main topics expected in future 
training are the commercial efficiency and the frauds 
identification and prevention in a more effective and 
personalised approach based on LMS and with a further 
increased role of ICT. 
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