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Executive Summary  
 
The Covid pandemic has brought significant challenges for 
the rail industry as a whole. But heritage railways have 
suffered more significantly because journeys on their 
services are recreational, rather than out of necessity. So 
how do these lines lure passengers back to these charming 
time capsules in these uncertain times? To aid the industry, 
this report investigates heritage railways in the United 
Kingdom and Ireland, specifically their online presence, 
website user-interface, booking system, COVID-19 
management and the overall seamlessness of the customer experience. Customers seek to enjoy 
the heritage feel of the railway services with the benefits of modern technology and the web for 
booking and communication. A total of 135 Heritage Railways were examined and categorised 
using the following criteria: online presence, booking system, customer experience and Covid-19 
control management. 
 
The methodology used in this paper consisted of reviewing all of heritage railways, creating a 
framework to capture and analyse the data and finally using the aforementioned framework to 
analyse and produce the corresponding results.  
 
The findings highlighted that 64% (that’s 87 of the 135 surveyed) of heritage railways have an 
online booking system, while 29% (39 railways) do not have any online presence and require 
customers to physically visit the line to purchase tickets. This makes it especially difficult for 
potential customers to anticipate what to expect onsite at a time when social distancing and 
ever-changing Covid-19 limits restrict our lives.  

 
A closer look at the 64% (87) that do have an 
online booking system revealed; 66 railways 
have a third-party system, while 21 have an in-
house one integrated into their website. In 
terms of third-party booking systems, 
digitickets.co.uk emerged as one of the most-
used systems in the heritage railway domain. 
For example, East Somerset Railway utilise the 
booking system; a sample of how this looks in 
terms of integration can be found on their 
website via this link. Fareharbor was also a 
common choice, used by railways such as 
Dean Forest, who also integrated the booking 
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system into their website (see here). These systems offer seamless experiences, allowing  
 
prospective customers to book tickets using a 
calendar-based availability system. This shows which 
dates are available for booking and which dates are 
sold-out. 
 
Conversely, other railways such as Brecon Mountain 
Railway (BMR)  and Waterford & Suir Valley (WSV) 
Railway use in-house booking systems. Our analysis 
revealed that the BMR and WSV have the best. These 
are recommended because the website user 
interface is very easy to navigate allowing customers 
to book tickets via a dynamic calendar system and 
pay online while also giving them option to 
print/download tickets.  
 
 
 
 
Another important element investigated was COVID-19 management, in terms of social 
distancing, assuring customer safety and measures put in place. The effective control of this could 
make a huge impact to passenger numbers and their confidence in the health and safety of lines 
at this time. 

 
From the analysis it was evident that Bala Lake Railway and Bodmin & Wenford Railway have the 
best measures in place and also clearly signpost their website making it easy for customers who 
visit the website to know what to expect onsite. It is recommended that this format is adopted  
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for transparency and clarity in terms of customers assurance. But it’s vital for all heritage railways 
to be flawless during these uncertain times where Coronavirus measures are concerned. 
 

1. Introduction 
 
McKinsey Global"s latest survey (conducted in 2021) on technology and business suggests that in 
the earlier stages of the COVID-19 crisis, 
organisations were already reporting on their 
efforts to integrate technology and business, with 
numerous benefits. Organisations noticed a 
substantial increase in revenue streams, as well as 
cost reductions. The survey emphasised that top-
performing organisations distinguished themselves 
from others in their efforts to create value, adopt 
new technologies and bridge the gap between 
technology and business (McKinsey & Company, 
2021). This emphasises the critical role that digital 
transformation plays in the world today. It is now 
imperative for companies to keep up with the 
digital wave or fall behind their competitors. At a 
time when the COVID-19 crisis has certainly accelerated the adoption of digital solutions, 
technological investments are proving their worth, especially at companies making more tech-
based changes and bridging the gap between technology and business.  
 
Digital technologies will certainly play a role in post-covid recovery. Heritage railways in the 
United Kingdom account £400 million of contributions to the UK economy and are recognised as 
a vital sector for employment and skills training, especially in rural areas (APPGHR, 2019). The 
impact of COVID-19 has been far reaching for these heritage railways (as with any other 
organisations), necessitating an urgent need for a robust strategy for post-covid-19 recovery and 
beyond. 
 
Through this report it has become evident which Heritage Railways are leading the way, based 
on their commitment to tech-based solutions, online presence, website user-interface, booking 
system, ticket options and experience/packages. This report would be especially useful to any 
Heritage Railways in search ways to improve their online and onsite service, and ultimately 
increasing customer satisfaction.  
 
The subsequent sections will present the analysis and corresponding results.  
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About [RASIC Ltd] 
 
RASIC (Rail and Station Innovation Company) is a small, international, intelligent mobility and rail 
consultancy organisation based in London. The company has been trading for 10 years and has 
worked with all aspects of the rail supply chain and government to develop knowledge, 
understanding and solutions within the transport industry. 
 
 
About [SHED Number 2] 
 
Shed Number 2 is a supplier of moquette and products made from transport fabrics, as well as 
other items found on trains for collectors and enthusiasts. Founded by railway industry expert 
and supporter of preserved railways Marcus Mayers. In his younger years, Marcus was volunteer 
at the Llangollen preserved railway in Wales, where, amongst other jobs he upholstered railway 
seats, so this new venture was simply an extension to a long-held passion. Shed Number 2 swiftly 
began making wash bags and cushions from reclaimed moquette, before negotiating competitive 
deals buying moquette straight from the factory. The firm got its name because it was initially 
run from the second shed in Marcus"s garden - and the products we stock breathe a second life 
into this industrial strength transport fabric. 
 
As time went on, he began to amass other transport artefacts - luggage racks, wall lights from 
carriages, vanity mirrors and other ephemera. Could there be a market for this too? Again, there 
was - but Marcus"s appetite for#!what if?’ thinking knows no bounds. Anyone who works with him 
could be driven mad by such a huge amount of blue sky in his mind, but he attracts likeminded 
people for his team. So much so that Shed Number 2 currently has ambitious new projects in the 
pipeline. 
 
Marcus"s core aim was to remind people of those nostalgic moments of travel in their lives, 
brighten up every day, maximise its joy and preserve memories and stories. Remember the train 
journey home with the love of your life - you can still picture every detail of that trip, including 
the train. The school bus and the seat you sat on every day. Homeward bound after a sensational 
gig where you ended up at the end of the line- the moquette was such a comfy cushion to snooze 
on, wasn"t it. Why not have one for your sofa to re-live those moments that etched themselves 
into your mind. 
 
Heritage and preservation still matter to Marcus - he"s a huge supporter of the London Transport 
Museum, National Railway Museum and preserved railways, which seek to keep the best of the 
past in the present day, thorough hard work and determination. He shares these core values, as 
does the Shed Number 2 team.  
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2. Methodology 
 
The methodology employed for this paper consisted of reviewing all of heritage railways, creating 
a framework to capture and sift through the data and finally using the aforementioned 
framework to analyse and produce the corresponding results. Heritage railway museums and 
tramways were excluded from this report. A total of 135 railways were examined and categorised 
using the following criteria: online presence, booking system, customer experience and COVID-
19 management.  
 
More specifically, after initial familiarisation with 10 railways a first draft framework was 
generated, and this draft framework was further used to review the remaining railways, thereby 
ensuring that the framework was fit for purpose. A sample of the final framework after 
completing the reviewing can be seen in figure 1 below. 
  

 
Figure 1 - Methodology Framework 

!  
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3. Analysis and Findings 
 
After final review and analysis of the framework, the following themes emerged: Online vs Onsite, 
Booking System vs Heritage Railways, Booking System Rating, In-House Booking System, COVID 
Confidence Rating (Best Practice) and Ticketing Options. These themes have been used to 
structure this section. 
 

3.1 Heritage Railways – Online vs Onsite 
 
Surprisingly, not all lines are fully online. Figure 2 illustrates that of the 135 heritage railways 
examined, 64% (87) have an online booking system, 29% (39) have onsite booking, 5% (6) are 
currently closed and 2% (3) have an inoperative website. It is reasonable to assume that the 
majority of the heritage railways have an online booking system whether that be third party-
sourced or in-house. The subsequent section will give a closer look at the third-party booking 
systems being utilised in the heritage railway domain. 
 
 

 
Figure 2 - Heritage Railways - Online vs Onsite 
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3.2 Booking System vs Heritage Railways 

 
Figure 3 highlights the range of booking systems being utilised in the heritage railway domain, 
with the most used emerging as third-party system “digitickets.co.uk". It is also evident that a 
relatively large number of heritage railways with an online booking system have their own in-
house system. Nevertheless, it is important to take a closer look at the third-party booking system 
to ascertain which one is potentially the most suitable in terms of ease of use, user-interface and 
seamlessness when it comes to booking for any railway looking to invest. 
 

 
Figure 3 - Booking System vs Heritage Railways 
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3.3 Booking System Rating 

 
In an effort to rate the bookings systems available a subjective categorisation (1-5) was created, 
to consider certain elements of the booking systems. For instance, ease of use and standard of 
user-interface when it comes to booking were comparators. The rating system can be seen below 
in table 1.  

 

Figure 4 - Booking System Rating 

 
Table 1 - Rating System Criteria 

Rating Criteria 

1 The website and booking system are not easy to navigate 

2 The Website user interface is old fashioned and online booking system 
could be better  

3  
The Website user interface is okay, and the booking system could be 
better 

4 Good user interface, customers can easily interact with the availability 
calendar and make payment online.  

5 The website and booking system are well integrated creating a 
seamless booking experience 
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Taking into consideration the rating system in table 1, it can easily be seen which third-party 
booking systems are highly rated. Although, it would appear that most of the booking systems 
are relatively on the same level in terms of rating, as most of the booking systems have a rating 
of 4. Nevertheless, digitickets, FareHabor, Tyg Tickets, quay tickets and V-Ticket all come out on 
top from our perspective.  
 

3.4 In-House Booking System 
 
This section looks at the Heritage Railways with in-house booking systems and rates them using 
the same criteria in table 1. Examining the bar chart in figure 5, it can be seen that a few Heritage 
Railways have good booking systems with some of them having a rating of 4. Brecon Mountain 
Railway and Waterford & Suir Valley Railway have the best in-house booking system.  
 
 

 
Figure 5 - In-House Booking System 
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3.5 COVID Confidence Rating - Best Practice 
 
This was a crucial part of our study, and the results should hopefully act as a call to action to 
maximise chances of recovery post-Covid for the heritage railways we surveyed. Prospective 
passengers will only book services they feel are likely to be safe for their family. This section will 
highlight the ones managing covid effectively in terms of social distancing, assuring customers 
they are safe, and measures put in place. This is based on information on their website and how 
easily customers can find this information. Furthermore, throughout the COVID pandemic and 
to date, the Heritage Railway Association publish monthly updates and guidance to ensure 
preserved railways are updated with the most recent legislation and to assist them in planning 
when and how to resume operations. These monthly updates containing vital and relevant 
legislation and government advice were considered - and formed the basis for the development 
of the Covid Confidence Rating criteria (see table 2). 
 

 

 
Figure 6 - COVID Confidence Rating 

 
Using table 2 for reference, it can be seen where the heritage railways rank, based on ratings of 
1–5 in terms of ‘COVID confidence’. We can see that 35 railways of the 135 surveyed (26%) scored 
1 indicating that they have no information regarding COVID safety on their website. 7 railways 
(5%) scored 2, indicating they have some information but it is unclear. 80 railways  (59% of those 
surveyed) scored 3, showing they have made some effort to make railway safe, have applied for 
relevant ‘Visit England’ certification and also provide relatively clear information to customers on 
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what to expect onsite. The highest rating score is 3, signifying that there is a room for 
improvement, particularly with regard to how safety information is provided to prospective 
customers. Finally, 4 railways scored 4 indicating that they provide step-by-step and more 
comprehensive information. The initial survey was undertaken during late Spring 2021 and was  
 
 
reviewed under the same criteria at the beginning of September. We offer this information to 
help the industry and it is not intended as a criticism.  
 

Table 2 - Covid Confidence Criteria 

Rating Criteria 

1  No information regarding COVID 

2 Information is provided but not useful or not easy to 
find 

3 They have applied for the "good to go" mark from Visit 
England which shows efforts to make railway safe in 
terms of COVID. Or clear information is provided 

4 Step by step guide on what to expect onsite and how to 
safely socially distance and abide by measures put in 
place  

5 Video and documents provided on what to expect 
onsite detailing safety information and cleaning 
stations etc.  

 

 

 
3.6 Heritage Railway vs Ticketing Options 

 
Figure 7 shows that out of 135 heritage railways assessed 68% (92) offer ticket to ride to 
customers, 16% (22) offer compartments for group of customers, 7% (9) are currently 
closed/have unresponsive websites and 9% (12) offer both tickets to ride and compartment to 
customers.  
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Figure 7 - Heritage Railway vs Ticketing Options 

3.7 Experience/Package 
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Figure 8 presents the most common experience/package the heritage railways offer; some offer 
individual elements while others offer a combination of the experience/packages depending on 
when customers book or visit the railway during the year. A comprehensive list of all the 
experiences and packages on offer can be found in the Excel spreadsheet which supports this 
report (available upon request).  
 
 

 
Figure 8 - Experience/Package 

 
 
 
!  
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Conclusion 
 
The main purpose of this paper was to conduct 
an assessment of all Heritage Railways in the 
United Kingdom and Ireland while highlighting 
best practices, with the sole aim of helping the 
industry recover and grow from the extensive 
effects of the Coronavirus pandemic. In 
particular, this paper examined online 
presence, website user-interface, booking 
system, COVID-19 management and overall 
holistic seamlessness in terms of customer 
experience. Through this report, it has become 
evident which heritage railways are leading the 
way, based on their commitment to tech-based solutions which include online presence; website 
user-interface, booking system, ticket options and experience/packages. This paper could 
especially useful to all heritage railways in search of ways to improve their online and onsite 
service, and ultimately increasing customer satisfaction. Throughout this report we have 
highlighted best practices by way of what some heritage railways are currently doing to improve 
service and ensure customer safety and satisfaction, especially at a time when it"s imperative to 
have strategy in place to welcome customers back to the tourism industry.  
 
Getting the customer experience right is key - and a user-friendly online system is crucial. But the 
entire website experience matters now, more than ever. Showing potential passengers that 
COVID-19 and safety measures before they even buy their tickets instils confidence that health 
and safety are being taken seriously. We therefore recommend the entire sector uses online 
presence to convey this message. Ease of buying tickets is also vital - and this can be achieved in 
a number of ways, as shown in this report. We hope the findings help shape the industry for 
many more successful years to come. 
 
Research such as the survey conducted by Mckinsey Global accentuates the numerous benefits 
of integrating technology and business, as this can potentially increase revenue, as well decrease 
costs. Furthermore, high performing organisations separate themselves from others by adopting 
new technologies to bridge the gap between technology and business. Consequently, it 
imperative for organisations to keep with ever evolving digital wave or fall behind competitors. 
Our paper is especially important because it offers suggestions on how heritage railways can 
begin bridging this gap and gain maximum value through overall service improvement and 
customer satisfaction; maximising the joy of heritage with the benefits technology can bring. 
Ultimately, passengers expect it now. 
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