Logged out?
Why digital exclusion is still leaving Londoners behind

About this report

In recent years, the transport industry has increasingly used different digital technologies, such as online tickets and journey planning apps, to make travelling easier.

In response to this, in 2023 London TravelWatch published the report Left behind
Londoners - digital exclusion and disadvantage in London transport. This
research explored the impact a digital-first approach can have on people and who
was most affected by it, and set out a series of recommendations to address the issue.

Key findings from our 2023 report
· 1.5 million Londoners are being left behind by a digital-first approach to transport
· 1 in 6 people in London say they are unable to buy a ticket as they can’t use or don’t have access to a smartphone or internet connection
· 1 in 5 Londoners say they have paid more for travel because they are not able to buy tickets online or by using mobile apps.

Two years later, London TravelWatch wanted to evaluate and assess the progress
transport operators have made to reduce digital exclusion and disadvantage for people travelling. We worked with research agency Lacuna to audit London’s transport operators and assess various modes of transport through a mystery shopping exercise. This exercise was designed to give a snapshot of the situation on London’s transport network, inform our conversations with industry and indicate areas where more investigation and work is needed.

This report focuses on the areas from our previous report which most lent themselves to review through mystery shopping, though we would like to see industry do more to progress all our earlier recommendations including those not covered here.



Why is this important, and who might be affected?

A 2022 report by the London Office of Technology and Innovation found that 250,000
Londoners are not online. This can be for a range of reasons, including lack of
access to a suitable device, lack of skills or the confidence to go online, or a lack of
interest in using the internet. This can also include Disabled people where the
technology offered is inaccessible to them.

There are a similar number of Londoners with no access to a bank account, meaning they are excluded from making any type of online or digital payment. This can affect a range of people, including homeless people, people leaving abusive partners, young people leaving local authority care, people with learning disabilities and people with
mental health conditions.

Our key findings

Our assessment presents a mixed picture, but the three key findings - which we look at in more detail later in this report - were:

Station staff are essential
Staff can be vital to help people on their journey, providing support, help and information 

Paper tickets can cost more
If you buy a paper ticket, it could cost more than tapping in and out

Travelling can be confusing
There are inconsistencies in support given by different transport modes and operators


Methodology 

A detailed plan for reviewing London’s public transport network was created, with all
audits conducted by London TravelWatch staff. The research looked at:

· National Rail services across Train Operating Companies (TOCs) operating in
London 
· Transport for London (TfL) services including:
Docklands Light Railway (DLR), Elizabeth Line, London Overground, London Underground, bus stations and stops, tram stops, Santander Cycles and docking stations.

While this work offered valuable insight into what transport operators are (or are not)
doing to reduce digital exclusion and disadvantage, there are limitations. Most notably, digital exclusion is just one barrier to travel, and there are many other accessibility barriers across the transport network that are not captured in this work.

Full details of the methodology are available in the separate Annex which can
be found on the London TravelWatch website.

Results of our audit

The results of our audit present a mixed picture.
Action and policies addressing our recommendations from our 2023 report were in place in some areas but not others (and indeed no recommendation had been fully addressed). There were also differences between different types of travel and between different TOCs for rail. While there were a range of other recommendations in our 2023 report, we focus only on the most relevant here. 

2023 recommendation
Transport providers should commit, where possible, to make sure that those who are digitally excluded and disadvantaged are not financially penalised when they travel.
2025 audit findings
There were significant price differences depending on the ticket bought. Notably, paper ticket fares were often higher than the Pay As You Go (PAYG) fare for the same journey. Not all TOC websites made clear that PAYG could be the cheapest option. 
Has progress been made? Not addressed: People who could not use PAYG will at times end up paying higher fares. Ticket vending machines (TVMs) did not always direct to the cheapest fare and it can be confusing to know which is the best ticket for your journey. 

2023 recommendation
Train companies and TfL should make sure staff are visible and inaccessible locations, and are confident to support people. 
2025 audit findings
Audits included a mix of stations with and without staff. Staff were generally found to be helpful, but there were instances of absence and insufficient visibility. 
Has progress been made? Partially addressed: Helpful staff, where present, but more could be done to make sure they are consistently available and accessible. Need to maintain regular training to make sure they have the skills and confidence to support passengers, particularly with accessibility assistance. 

2023 recommendation
All train companies should implement a travel mentoring service that supports people who are digitally excluded and disadvantaged. TfL should update and assess their travel mentoring service.
2025 audit findings
Audits found limited information about travel mentoring services, highlighting they are either non-existent or (where they do exist)not very easy to find. There was no evidence that TfL’s mentoring service is being updated, though audits did find information about the service. 
Has progress been made? Partially addressed: Most train companies did not appear to have comprehensive mentoring services available, and where such services did exist they were not generally easy to find. TfL mentoring services were more available, though it was unclear how recently they had been reviewed. 

2023 recommendation
Transport operators should make sure they are providing services and resources in a way that is easy to use and more accessible. This includes having accessible ticket machines, information available in easy to understand and accessible formats, and free WiFi. 
2025 audit findings
While services and resources are generally provided, they are often not accessible. For example, auditors found posters signposting people to QR codes to get more information, limited alternative formats, inaccessible ticket machines, hard-to-read posters and limited free WiFi. 
Has progress been made? Partially addressed: Transport operators are providing some information but not always inaccessible ways, for example not having alternative formats. Ticket machines are not accessible to everyone and need improvements, such as more help buttons linking to staff assistance. 

2023 recommendation
Transport authorities and operators should maintain non-digital options to allow freedom of travel for digitally excluded and disadvantaged Londoners wherever possible. This includes keeping cash payment options and having easy to find and use non-digital travel information such as timetables and maps. 
2025 audit findings
Most audits revealed that some information was available in non-digital forms (such as timetables).However, this was not consistent across all audits. Printedtimetables were not present at almost 1 in 5 bus stops, and cash payments couldn’t be made at 1 in4 ticket machines. Cash is also not accepted on buses.
Has progress been made? Partially addressed: Non-digital options like cash payments and printed timetables are widely available, but this should be more consistent. Awareness of these options could also be improved. For example, signposting passengers to ticket stops where people can top-up Oyster cards. 




Our key findings - in detail

Paper tickets can cost much more 
People face higher charges (in some cases, significantly higher) when purchasing paper tickets. The mystery shopping highlighted two areas where people could end up paying significantly more due to digital exclusion and disadvantage. 

TfL services
Passengers are charged a flat fare of £7 for a paper ticket for Zones 1-6 instead of tapping in and out using Oyster or contactless (also called Pay As You Go (PAYG)). For example, a single off-peak Underground fare costs £2 if you PAYG, but would cost £7 if you buy a paper ticket (using either cash or card). This is a premium of 250 percent. Similarly, a single Underground journey in zones 5-6 would cost you £2.10 PAYG or £7 if you buy a paper ticket - a premium of 233 percent.

Train services 
Paper tickets sold by TOCs to travel on their services can be significantly more expensive than simply tapping in and out - in some cases almost twice as expensive. However, this was not always highlighted to passengers when buying tickets at a ticket machine or online. While ticket office staff may be able to direct passengers to the cheapest option, they are not always present. 

All prices are from the TfL and TOC websites. Full lists of prices can be seen in the annex. 

These price differences are particularly concerning given our 2023 research which found that digitally excluded and disadvantaged people were more likely to have lower incomes. More work is needed to reduce what in effect can be a significant non-digital tax paid by these passengers.

Raising awareness of this difference may help people who currently buy paper tickets and aren’t aware of the higher price, but who have the option to use contactless payment. For example, TfL has added a pop-up message to its ticket machines, letting people know if the journey they are buying a ticket for is cheaper using contactless or Oyster card. Similarly, the National Rail Enquiries website recently changed to show contactless payments as the cheapest option where applicable. However, this is not standard across all operators. All train companies should use this format as standard. TOCs and TfL should also offer
accessible alternatives such as utilising station staff or station announcements.

While more communications by transport operators to alert people to the different fares may help passengers to an extent, it does little to help those who have no other choice but to buy paper tickets. While we accept there can be higher costs involved in selling paper tickets, the scale of the price difference is disproportionate and poses a significant extra financial burden, particularly when many people continue to face a cost of living crisis. This creates a barrier to transport, financially penalising passengers who are forced to pay higher prices through no fault of their own. 

We would like to see a commitment from transport providers to make sure, wherever possible, that people who are digitally excluded and disadvantaged are not charged such a significantly higher percentage for their ticket. 

Station staff are essential
Staff can be vital to help people on their journey, providing support, help and information. Auditors found that, where present, staff were generally a
good source of support, assistance and information. They were able to help people with a range of things, including buying tickets, planning journeys, navigating the station and responding to general queries.

While it’s still important that information is provided in non-digital ways (for example physical timetables and posters that can be used without the need for a smartphone), staff can help mitigate the negative impacts of a digital-first approach by offering the support and information themselves.

However, while TfL Underground and rail stations are staffed from the first to last service, this is not replicated at National Rail stations. Additionally, there were some instances when staff were not available when they should have been (for example ticket offices not open when they are scheduled to be).

This can be very detrimental for people who go to the station expecting to get assistance from staff and are then not able to receive that support.

As well as having a staff presence, it is also important that staff have the knowledge, training and confidence to provide the right support to everyone travelling, particularly when it comes to meeting accessibility requirements.

Travelling can be confusing
There are inconsistencies in support given by different transport modes and operators. The results of the mystery shopping highlight that people have access to different support and information depending on where and how they are making their journey.

The differing levels of support can make travelling more confusing and complicated, with people not sure what to expect each step of the way.

We saw countless examples of this, each presenting a potential barrier to someone who is digitally excluded or disadvantaged. Some stations will provide physical timetables, while others will signpost people to a QR code, website or phone number to access this information (which they may not be able to use). Some ticket machines have help buttons linking to remote staff who can help passengers use the machine, while others have nothing.

Although remote staff could offer help it’s essential that they have the right knowledge of relevant stations to give the right support. Some stations accept cash, while others do not.

Problems with help points were of particular concern. Help points are in theory a key way people can get support, particularly at unstaffed stations. However, there were several instances where they did not work, were in a bad condition, had bad reception or were not answered at all. Indeed, the Office of Rail and Road has previously raised questions about the reliability of help points, referencing Department for Transport data which found that from April 2023 to August 2024, 25 percent of the 9,677 station audits found at least one help point to be out of operation, faulty or with poor reception. Even when they are working properly, they can have different designs, increasing the risk of confusion for passengers.

It is clear a more unified and consistent approach is needed across the transport industry. The creation of Great British Rail presents an opportunity to provide a “single guiding mind”, but it is vital that passengers and accessibility are placed at the heart of what they do - or it will be a missed opportunity.



Next steps

It is clear from this research that there is still much more that needs to be done to reduce the barriers hindering and stopping people who are digitally excluded and disadvantaged from travelling.

Indeed, as technology continues to roll out across society there is an increasing risk
that digital exclusion will continue to get worse, let alone improve. As an example, we
have recently seen TfL remove first and last train times from posters at most
Underground stations, instead directing people to use the TfL Go app, the TfL
website or scan the QR code - all options that aren’t necessarily available to digitally
excluded or disadvantaged people.

London TravelWatch is urging transport operators and authorities to take immediate
steps to reduce barriers to travel for digitally excluded and disadvantaged people.
Alongside implementing all of the recommendations in our 2023 report, we would
like to see industry working together and sharing best practice to make sure there is
a consistent approach across different types of transport and different operators. It is
also vitally important to collaborate with impacted groups and communities with lived
experience to make sure any action truly addresses the issues.

The other recommendations from the 2023 digital exclusion research that have
not been assessed here also remain important, and we would like to see industry
do more to progress these. This includes collaborating with specialists in digital
inclusion and impacted groups throughout their work, considering the impact on
digitally excluded and disadvantaged people when making policy changes such
as reducing staff levels, and doing more research to better understand how to
reduce digital exclusion.
