
Not long ago a service disruption
meant sending Tri-County Metro-
pol i tan Transportat ion Distr ict  of
Oregon (Tr iMet ) employees out
onto the st reets of Port land and
neighboring communit ies for one-
on-one communicat ion with r iders.
There was simply no back up 
communicat ion channel avai lable. 

Whi le the effort  helped get the
word out  to passengers dur ing 
disrupt ions, i t  never reached as
many customers as was desirable. 

However, TriMetÕs on-street expe-
r ience did demonst rate that  the

more personal attent ion customers
received, the more tolerant  they
were of the inconvenience. TriMet
also knew that regular customers
understood i ts system and how i t
operated and felt  a commitment to
them. So the transit  system looked
for  ways to reach more people,
more often and faster.

This wasnÕt an easy task. It  is
often di fficult  for transit  systems to
create meaningful connections with
riders. Reaching r iders today takes
an effect ive marketing strategy, one
that combines a variety of targeted

marketing ini t iat ives with a strong
Web component. 

Web technology can be a wonder-
fully efficient and effective way to
market services, improve customer
relat ions, increase r idership, and
most importantly, aid in customer
retention. Developing and imple-
menting a successful Web strategy
can be one of the best tools to keep
your riders coming back for more.
Better communication translates into
loyal, repeat riders. To help you make
the most of your online presence,
there are three steps you can take:   >>

5 2 BUS Ride September  2005

By  Kim  Duncan

TriMet  plugs  
into  riders
Web  site  gives  passengers  more  personal  attention

Transit passengers can receive e-m ails about bus delays, bad w eather or other problem s from  TriMet in Portland, OR.



� Design a customer responsive Web si te.
� Promote your Web si te so r iders wi l l  find i t .
� Use e-mai l to enhance your communicat ion 

with r iders.  
The Portland market that TriMet serves is very 

Òwired,Ó wi th more than 85 percent of its transit riders 
having Internet access. As a result, TriMet developed a
comprehensive and award-winning Web site. When the
site was redesigned in  2002, TriMet spent a tremendous
amount  of time  testing  the site, conducting  focus groups
to evaluate content  and executing usability  tests. If the site
had been designed without  customer  input,  the end result
would  have been more content about corpo rate news and
new projects rather than  route, schedule and trip  planning
info rmation.  Testing and focus groups demonst rated an
overwhelming customer interest in these areas. By 
designing  for  this need, TriMetÕs Web site usage soared. 

More than 80 percent of the visitors to the Web site are
seeking trip planning and route information. The Web site
homepage offers a user-friendly trip planner, real-time
information on arrivals and departures at every stop, and
real-time service status information, including detours and
disruptions. Portions of the site are available in Spanish,
Russian, Vietnamese and Chinese. The key is making 
information so easily accessible that the convenience of 
riding is never questioned. 

TriMet continues to be innovative when i t  comes 
to i ts Web strategy. A di fferent sect ion of the si te is 
evaluated every week and changes are made as needed
to bet ter serve customers. Tr iMetÕs Web market ing 
ini t iat ives have even earned national recognit ion from
the Federal Transit  Administrat ion, which has named i t
the ÒTop Transit  Traveler Information Web si teÓ twice in
the last four years. 

The next step in  building  a successful Web marketing
strategy is ensuring that  riders can find  the Web site and
are familiar with the information avai lable. TriMet 
promotes i ts Web site in every marketing campaign 
it  launche s. In each campaign,  riders are encouraged to
visit the Web site for  more details. TriMet gets the greatest
impact for its marketing investment by reinforcing key
messages onlin e, in  addition  to print,  broadcast, outdoor
and event mediums.

E-mail get the word to riders
TriMet realized it had a need to find an inexpensive,

low-effo rt way to inc rease rider  contact.  E-mail  seemed
like the obvious choice. What wasnÕt as obvious was what
the communications  program would  look  lik e.

Rather than  overload an IT staff that  was already at
capacity, TriMet found an external vendor to help with its
communication requirements. GovDelivery is an e-mail
subscription management service that allows riders 
to receive e-mail  communica tions based on their  trans-
portation  needs and practices. Riders simply  sign up on
the Web site to receive personal  e-mail  alerts based on the
information categories theyÕve selected. 

The ÒE-mail  UpdatesÓ service was launched  in  February
2003. Since that  tim e, more than  400,000 targeted e-mail
communications have been sent to i ts nearly 6,500 
subscribers. Some of the e-mail  alerts di rect the subscriber
back to the TriMet Web site, which  not only  inc reases 
traffic  to the site, but  helps keep riders better  info rmed
about  the transit  system. Riders can sign up for  more than
115 subscrip tion  choices, including  changes or service
delays on 100-plus routes, job opening s, news releases,
public  meetings and hearings, reports and publication s,
and the Rider Insider newsletter. 

TriMetÕs ÒE-mail  UpdatesÓ service continues to attract
about 200 new subscribers each mon th. Incentive-based
special promotion s, such as free monthly  bus passes, have
helped inc rease monthly  subscribers by as much  as 400 in
a single mon th. TriMet saw a 70 percent growth rate in  the
number  of subscribers in  2004. This yearÕs goal is to reach
10,000 subscribers.

Ice storm drove passengers online
TriMetÕs biggest jump  in  e-mail  subscrip tions came 

during the winter of 2004 when a huge snow and ice storm
shut down Portland  and attracted a record 1,400 new 
subscribers that week. 

Probably  the most imp ressive statistic regarding  the 
e-mail  program is its nearly  100 percent retention  of its
subscribers. That means the info rmation  sent to riders is
relevant to their  needs. As TriMet has expanded its online
marketing ini tiatives, it has seen a di rect correlation  to
customer  retention.  Keeping the communication  chan-
nels open has helped maintain  the loyalty of its riders and
has reduced the number  of customer  complaint s.   BR

Kim Duncan is the executive director of marketing 
and customer services with Tri-County Metropolitan 

Transportation District of Oregon in Portland.
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TriMet hopes to have 10,000 subscribers to the transit 
system s e-m ail service by the end of the year.


