
How freight awareness 
shapes public views on 
rail priorities

Balancing passenger with freight rail 
services



Transport for the North
• TfN’s Strategic Transport Plan (STP) sets out a 

long-term vision to create a more integrated, 
efficient, and sustainable transport network 
across Northern England

• Within the STP we have a target to treble rail’s 
share of freight carried to 25.5% by 2050, 
measured as tonne km

• The drivers behind this target are two of our 
strategic ambitions:

• Transforming economic performance
• Rapid decarbonisation of our transport 

system

• To achieve the North’s strategic ambitions the 
balance between passenger and freight services 
on rail needs to be right

https://www.transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/STP-Transforming-the-North-2024.pdf


Context

Freight awareness

• The tendency to overlook or 
underestimate the importance of 
freight transportation

• Can result in decisions that 
neglect the movement of goods

• Results in the need for a more 
balanced approach that considers 
both passenger and freight needs

• Our railways are congested

• Rail infrastructure needs to accommodate both 

passengers and freight 

• At present, 94% of total kilometres travelled by 

rail are by passenger services

• Many people regularly use passenger services, 

but everybody is dependent upon the efficient 

movement of goods

• In terms of the right balance, we don’t currently 

understand the views of the public on this

• Previously referred to by the National 

Infrastructure Commission as ‘freight blindness’ 

we know that improving freight awareness is 

needed to drive better understanding of the 

importance of freight

• Public preference may be skewed in favour of 

passenger services due to a lack of freight 

awareness



Objective

TfN to undertake a research piece to:

• Understand the preferences of the public regarding the right balance between 
passenger and freight use of rail

• Test the impact that a lack of freight awareness has on people's preferences



• Northern Transport Voices is TfN’s online 
research community

• Circa 1,400 people are on the panel 

• Comprises a cross-section of the public across 
the North

• Members of the community are invited to 
engage in an ongoing programme of research 
activities

Northern Transport 
Voices



Method

• In summer 2024 Members of the panel were invited to take part in an online 
survey entitled “Making the Most of Our Railways in the North”

• Members were presented with a series of questions to gather their views on 
the right balance of passenger and freight use of rail in the context of limited 
capacity

• After they had completed the questions, members were given information 
about the benefits of rail freight. They were then asked to complete the same 
questions again

• This before vs after comparison helped us to determine whether having more 
knowledge about the benefits of rail freight services impacted members’ 
views



Survey context

Respondents were provided with the following context 
in advance of the questions:

“Transport for the North is interested in your views on rail freight
services.

The capacity of our existing railway lines in the North is limited. It is
difficult to add new rail services because our railways are currently
congested. With the cancellation of High Speed 2 in the North of England,
and significant funding for large infrastructure schemes unlikely in the
short to medium term, there is a need to make the most out of the
infrastructure we already have.

There are only so many ‘timetable slots’ for trains which are shared out
to all services by Network Rail. Both passenger and freight rail services
operate along the same tracks, and so we need to find the right balance
between the two.

These questions have been designed to help us to understand your views
on rail freight services, and how they should be balanced with passenger
services.”



Fact Pack

After the first set of questions, participants were provided with information on the 
benefits of rail freight by way of the Fact Pack and Network Rail’s animation







Network Rail’s Animation

Animation - the vital role of Britain's rail freight - 
Network Rail

https://www.networkrail.co.uk/stories/animation-the-vital-role-of-britains-rail-freight/
https://www.networkrail.co.uk/stories/animation-the-vital-role-of-britains-rail-freight/
https://www.networkrail.co.uk/stories/animation-the-vital-role-of-britains-rail-freight/
https://www.networkrail.co.uk/stories/animation-the-vital-role-of-britains-rail-freight/
https://www.networkrail.co.uk/stories/animation-the-vital-role-of-britains-rail-freight/


Survey Results



Respondents

11%

22%

19%

24%

23%

How often do you travel by train?

At least once a week

At least once a month

At least once every 3

months

At least once every
year

Less often than once

every year

• 402 respondents

• A mix of ages and locations 
throughout the North

• 33% of respondents use 
passenger rail services once a 
month or more



How much would you say you know about the types of 
goods and products transported by rail freight services?

Key Findings

• Before the panel received information on the 
benefits of rail freight, most (78%) knew a 
little, or nothing at all, about the type of goods 
transported by rail 

• The information on benefits had a notable 
influence on improving people’s knowledge 
about the types of goods transported with a 
shift to 60% knowing a lot or quite a bit

Conclusions

• The lack of knowledge before information 
provision suggests that limited freight 
awareness is an issue

• The data suggests that a lack of freight 
awareness can be effectively tackled with the 
provision of bite sized and relatable 
information 

Pre-information Post-information Net change

I know a lot 4.5% 11.7% +7.2

I know quite a bit 17.2% 48.3% +31.1

I know a little 45.5% 33.5% -12.0

I don’t know anything at all 32.8% 6.5% -26.3

4.5%

17.2%

45.5%

32.8%

11.7%

48.3%

33.5%
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How much would you say you know about the benefits 
of rail services to society?

Key Findings

• Before the panel received information on the 
benefits of rail freight, 45% responded 
positively regarding having knowledge of 
passenger rail benefits compared with 33% for 
freight

• More people didn’t know anything at all about 
freight service benefits (27%) compared with 
passenger (18%)

Conclusions

• The data supports the theory that there is a 
lack of freight awareness amongst the public
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18.4%
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27.4%
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I know a lot I know quite a bit I know a little I don’t know anything at all

Before Information

Passenger Freight

I know a lot I know quite a 
bit

I know a little I don’t know 
anything at all

Passenger rail 
services

10.9% 34.1% 36.6% 18.4%

Rail freight 
services

9.6% 23.4% 39.6% 27.4%



How much would you say you know about the 
benefits of freight rail services to society?

Key Findings

• Information provision on the benefits of rail 
freight had a notable positive impact on the 
public’s perceived level of knowledge about rail 
freight

• Information provision saw a notable shift away 
from people feeling they ‘know a little’ or ‘I 
don’t know anything at all ’ towards feeling 
they ‘know a lot’ or ‘know quite a bit’

Conclusions

• Limited freight awareness can be remedied by 
the provision of bite sized and relatable facts 

9.7%

23.4%

39.5%

27.4%

21.2%

47.0%

27.1%
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Pre-information Post-information Net change

I know a lot 9.7% 21.2% +11.5

I know quite a bit 23.4% 47.0% +23.6

I know a little 39.6% 27.1% -12.4

I don’t know anything at all 27.4% 4.7% -22.7



How important or unimportant do you 
think rail services are to society?

Key Findings

• The results were very similar for both passenger 
and freight services

• Before information was given on the benefits of 
rail freight, despite poor knowledge of the type 
of goods carried by rail, 92% of respondents 
thought that freight services are important

Conclusions

• Broadly, the public viewed freight services as 
equally important as passenger services

• This could suggest potential public acceptance if 
passenger services needed to be altered to 
accommodate freight growth
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62.7% 30.1% 3.0% 1.0% 3.2%
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How important or unimportant do you 
think freight rail services are to society?

Key Findings

• Before information was given on the benefits, 
rail freight services were viewed as important 
(92%). This increased to 94% after 
information

• After information, a shift was seen away from 
‘somewhat important’ towards ‘very important’

Conclusions

• Despite limited freight awareness, the view of 
the panel was that freight services are 
important

• This could suggest potential public acceptance if 
passenger services needed to be altered to 
accommodate freight growth
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Pre-information Post-information

Pre-information Post-information Net change

Very important 58.7% 71.1% +12.4

Somewhat important 32.8% 22.6% -10.2

Somewhat unimportant 1.5% 2.5% +1.0

Very unimportant 0.5% 0.5% 0.0

I don’t know 6.5% 3.3% -3.2



The panel were asked: Do you have any additional comments 
about rail freight services and their importance for society?

“They need to 
be utilised more 
often and help 
take traffic off 

the roads”

“There are far too many 
lorries on the roads so it's a 

no-brainer to increase 
freight services and 

distribution hubs so smaller 
electric vehicles can 

transport goods from the 
hubs” 

“Would be nice to know more 
if possible”

“It takes a lot of 
traffic off the 

roads”

“It is better to travel by 
train because a lot 
more goods can be 

transported by rail than 
by road.  It also keeps 
the roads from being 

too busy”
“For environmental 

reasons and as a way 
of reducing congestion 

on the roads, rail 
freight services are 

vital.”

“With the roads as they 
are, rail freight is very 

necessary”

“Better for the 
environment than 
road transport” 

“It's very important 
because we need this 
service for delivering 

products”

“More sent by rail 
would ease road 
congestion and 

improve air quality”

“More freight 
carried on 

the rail 
network has 
to be good 

for the 
environment”

“The same as passenger 
services, you get from A-B 

quickly rather than sitting in 
traffic polluting our air”

“Make it clear what the 
advantages are to everyone”

“When businesses look to invest in 
the UK and build in new locations, 

good transport links make this more 
attractive. The availability of rail 

freight means investment is more 
likely and this brings more jobs for 

people and tax income for the 
government”

“Time is here now to push 
Government into finding ways to do 

this”



In the timetabling of rail services, which type of 
service do you think is the most important to prioritise 
for railway use? (all respondents)

Key Findings

• The most popular response both before and 
after information was given on the benefits of 
rail freight was that passenger and freight 
services are equally important 

• The provision of information generally shifted 
preferences away from passenger services 
being most important towards passenger and 
freight being equally important

Conclusions

• Given the general perception of equal 
importance, this could suggest potential public 
acceptance if passenger services needed to be 
altered to accommodate freight growth

• If changes to passenger services needed to be 
made to accommodate freight growth, pairing 
this with a public awareness campaign around 
the benefits of rail freight would maximise 
support
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Pre-information Post-information

Pre-information Post-information Net change

Passenger services 21.6% 12.7% -8.9

Freight services 2.5% 5.2% +2.7

Both are equally important 47.0% 59.0% +12.0

It depends on the time of day 25.9% 21.1% -4.8

Don’t know 3.0% 2.0% -1.0



Key Findings

• Before information was given on the benefits of 
rail freight, respondents who travel by rail at 
least once a week (11%) were relatively evenly 
split between a preference for passenger 
services and feeling that passenger and freight 
are of equal importance 

• There was a shift after receiving information 
towards a feeling that passenger and freight 
services are of equal importance

Conclusions

• The findings challenge a common assumption 
that regular rail passenger service users would 
be opposed to changes to passenger services 
to accommodate freight growth 

• If changes to passenger services needed to be 
made to accommodate freight growth, pairing 
this with an awareness campaign around the 
benefits of rail freight would maximise support

In the timetabling of rail services, which type of 
service do you think is the most important to prioritise 
for railway use? (regular rail users)

34.8%

6.5%

32.6%

26.1%

19.6%

4.3%

54.3%

21.8%
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Passenger Freight Both are equally important It depends what time of day

Pre-information Post-information

Pre-information Post-information Net change

Passenger services 34.8% 19.6% -15.2

Freight services 6.5% 4.3% -2.2

Both are equally important 32.6% 54.3% 21.7

It depends on the time of day 26.1% 21.8% -4.3



The panel were asked: Do you have any additional 
comments on the balance between passenger and rail 
freight services in the North of England? 

“If freight is at 
non-peak 

passenger hours 
perhaps that 
would be a 

better balance”

“I have never been 
inconvenienced by rail 

freight interfering with my 
journeys, so I assume 

whatever arrangements are 
in place to get these 
services to interact 

smoothly work very well“

“I think both are important 
in contributing to the 

economic growth of the UK”

“I think both passengers 
and freight are equally 

important”

“Passengers generally 
don't have a choice 
when they travel for 
work or education so 

they shouldn't be 
penalised for this”

“We need more of 
both” 

“I don't know that 
much about freight 

services. Aren't they 
used more at night?”

“It depends on 
the time of day”

“Passengers 
by day

Freight by 
night”

“I assume freight services 
would be outside of 

commuting hours. In the 
day passengers should be 
prioritised, and then out of 

hours freight should be 
allowed. It’s difficult to 

even get on a train to work 
as they are full”

“They are both a 
necessity; our roads are 

over-crowded” 

“I don't know enough about 
how this is currently arranged 

to say anything accurately, 
but I would assume rail freight 

does bring high economic 
benefit so should not be 

forsaken entirely for 
passenger services”

“Rail freight should 
be expanded”



Scenario based time-period 
questions

• Panel members were given a hypothetical 
scenario where ‘Rail Corridor A’ in the North 
of England is heavily congested with 
competing passenger and freight service 
demands

• It runs past a village on the outskirts of a 
major urban railway hub station. The typical 
split between passing freight and passenger 
services was set out in the questions. This 
was based on observed data

• Members were tasked with reviewing the 
split in different time periods on a typical 
weekday

• They completed the scenario questions twice 
- both before and after receiving information 
about the benefits of rail freight



‘Rail Corridor A’ is a key transport artery for Great Britain. 
It connects the North of England with Scotland, the 
Midlands, London and the South with frequent, and busy, 
intercity passenger services. As well as the national 
function, it also forms a significant part of the North’s wider 
rail network supporting regional and local passenger 
services.

‘Rail Corridor A’ is also capable of carrying the country’s 
largest freight trains. In terms of freight the line is well 
connected to major hub stations, major ports and key 
inland freight terminals. It provides an alternative to freight 
travelling by HGVs on the country’s motorways and main 
roads.

These competing passenger and freight demands mean 
that Rail Corridor A is very congested.

Within the North, ‘Rail Corridor A’ runs past a village on the 
outskirts of a major urban railway hub station. At this point 
on the network, the typical split between passing freight 
and passenger services on a normal weekday in different 
time periods is set out in the next questions.

Now imagine that you have been tasked with reviewing the 
split between passenger and freight services along this 
important rail corridor.

Scenario posed



** Interpretation of scenario 
based time-period results **
• An assumption made within the questions was that it is necessary to lose some passenger services 

to accommodate rail freight growth

• The time-period questions were an intentional over-simplification of reality. They balanced the need 
to represent the complexities of network operation alongside the need to present a small number of 
simple questions to the panel

• Limited importance should be attached to specific numbers (which were based upon the observed 
number of passing trains at a particular point on the rail network in the North)

• The intention was to gauge, at a high level, how palatable the loss of passenger services is to the 
public in the traditional perceived peak commuter periods and traditional perceived off-peak times 

• The perceived peaks here are defined as those that were the norm pre-covid 

• Actual peak times post-covid are different and more nuanced, but the conclusions drawn here in 
terms of acceptability of freight growth remain applicable to actual on and off-peak periods



7am – 10am

Key Findings

• There was the most support for keeping the 

balance the same 

• Before information was given on the benefits 

of rail freight there was appetite amongst 28% 

to accommodate rail freight growth. This 

increased to 39% after information provision

Conclusions

• Overall, there was the most support for 
keeping the balance the same in the perceived 
morning peak commuter period

• It can be reasonably assumed that the same 
preference would apply for the actual peak 
commuter period on the network 

At ‘Village A’ on a weekday between 7am - 10am the number of 
passing services is typically 59 passenger services 2 freight 
services. What is the right split between passenger and freight?

** Refer to ‘Interpretation of Time Period Results’ **

45.3%

17.2%

21.1%

6.7%

9.7%

40.0%

12.3%

27.6%

11.4%

8.7%

Keep the same

More passenger services resulting in equivalent fewer freight
services

Up to 2 extra freight services resulting in fewer passenger services

More than 2 extra freight services resulting in equivalent fewer
passenger services

Don’t know

Post-information Pre-information

Pre-
information

Post-
information

Net change

Don’t know 9.7% 8.7% -1.0

More than 2 extra freight services resulting in 
equivalent fewer passenger services

6.7% 11.4% +4.7

Up to 2 extra freight services resulting in fewer 
passenger services

21.1% 27.6% +6.5

More passenger services resulting in equivalent 
fewer freight services

17.2% 12.3% -4.9

Keep the same 45.3% 40.0% -5.3



10am –4pm

Key Findings

• After information was given on the benefits of 
rail freight, the majority of respondents (59%) 
would prefer to accommodate rail freight 
growth compared with before information 
(45%)

Conclusions

• There may be support from the public for rail 
freight growth in the perceived daytime off-
peak period even when this results in fewer 
passenger services

• It can be reasonably assumed that the same 
preferences would apply for the actual daytime 
off-peak period on the network 

At ‘Village A’ on a weekday between 10am – 4pm the number of 
passing services is typically 123 passenger services 11 freight 
services. What is the right split between passenger and freight?

** Refer to ‘Interpretation of Time Period Results’ **

Pre-
information

Post-
information

Net change

Don’t know 8.7% 9.2% +0.5

More than 8 extra freight services resulting in 
equivalent fewer passenger services

9.7% 18.2% +8.5

Up to 8 extra freight services resulting in fewer 
passenger services

35.6% 40.3% +4.7

More passenger services resulting in equivalent 
fewer freight services

10.2% 6.7% -3.5

Keep the same 35.8% 25.6% -10.2
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10.2%

35.6%

9.7%

8.7%

25.6%

6.7%

40.3%

18.2%

9.2%

Keep the same

More passenger services resulting in equivalent fewer freight
services

Up to 8 extra freight services resulting in fewer passenger services

More than 8 extra freight services resulting in equivalent fewer
passenger services

Don’t know

Post-information Pre-information



4pm –7pm

Key Findings

• The most popular answer was to keep the 
balance the same

• After information was given on the benefits of 
rail freight, 38% would support rail freight 
growth with acceptance this would result in 
fewer passenger services

Conclusions

• Overall, there was the most support for 
keeping the balance the same in the perceived 
evening peak commuter period

• It can be reasonably assumed that the same 
preference would apply for the actual peak 
commuter period on the network 

At ‘Village A’ on a weekday between 4pm – 7pm the number of 
passing services is typically 66 passenger services 4 freight 
services. What is the right split between passenger and freight?

** Refer to ‘Interpretation of Time Period Results’ **

Pre-
information

Post-
information

Net change

Don’t know 8.5% 8.7% +0.2

More than 3 extra freight services resulting in 
equivalent fewer passenger services

6.5% 10.9% +4.4

Up to 3 extra freight services resulting in fewer 
passenger services

16.2% 26.6% +10.4

More passenger services resulting in equivalent 
fewer freight services

21.8% 13.4% -8.5

Keep the same 47.0% 40.4% -6.7
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Keep the same

More passenger services resulting in equivalent fewer freight services

Up to 3 extra freight services resulting in fewer passenger services

More than 3 extra freight services resulting in equivalent fewer
passenger services

Don’t know

Post-information Pre-information



7pm – 12am

Key Findings

• Before information was given on the benefits 
of rail freight, most of the panel would prefer 
additional freight services (55%) compared 
with a larger majority post-information (62%) 

Conclusions

• There may be support from the public for rail 
freight growth in the evening / nighttime 
period even when this results in fewer 
passenger services

• It can be reasonably assumed that the same 
preference would apply throughout the night

At ‘Village A’ on a weekday between 7pm – 12am the number of 
passing services is typically 69 passenger services 15 freight 
services. What is the right split between passenger and freight?

** Refer to ‘Interpretation of Time Period Results’ **

Pre-
information

Post-
information

Net change

Don’t know 9.2% 9.0% -0.2

More than 11 extra freight services resulting in 
equivalent fewer passenger services

15.2% 24.1% +8.9

Up to 11 extra freight services resulting in 
fewer passenger services

39.8% 37.8% -2.0

More passenger services resulting in equivalent 
fewer freight services

8.0% 7.5% -0.5

Keep the same 27.8% 21.6% -6.3
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21.6%

7.5%

37.8%

24.1%

9.0%

Keep the same

More passenger services resulting in equivalent fewer freight
services

Up to 11 extra freight services resulting in fewer passenger services

More than 11 extra freight services resulting in equivalent fewer
passenger services

Don’t know

Post-information Pre-information



Summary of key findings

• There may be support from the public for rail freight growth in the
• At present, 94% of total kilometres travelled by rail are by passenger services

• A lack of freight awareness affects the preferences of the public, but it can be effectively tackled with the 
provision of bite- sized and relatable facts

• The public’s recognition of the importance of rail freight services was comparable to passenger services. Of those 
surveyed, 22% responded that passenger services are of greater importance than freight. After receiving 
information on the benefits of rail freight, this figure decreased to 13%

• The findings may challenge a common assumption that regular rail passengers would be opposed to changes to 
passenger services to accommodate freight growth

• Although rail demand has changed post-COVID, the overall public view was that the passenger / freight balance 
should remain unchanged during the perceived peak commuting times. Conversely, support was shown for the 
growth of rail freight at perceived off-peak times

• This research could suggest potential public acceptance if passenger services needed to be altered to 
accommodate freight growth. If this was the case, the data shows that pairing this with an awareness campaign 
around the benefits of rail freight is likely to maximise support
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