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Smartgo: securing business
buy-in to green travel choices

P

How can employers be persuaded to do more to promote greener travel? Geoff Dudley talks to Robin Pointon,
managing director of consultant Go Travel Solutions, about its Smartgo membership product that gives discounts
for employers and their staff on products such as season tickets, bike storage, and car and bike hire
ersuading businesses to adopt green travel
policies may be a widely-shared goal in
the transport planning community, but
achieving success in the real world can
face a number of formidable obstacles,
including cost, convenience, and communication. The Smartgo brand, developed by ‘green’
transport consultancy Go Travel Solutions, offers a
means to overcome these barriers to implementation by
signing up a critical mass of businesses that can provide
the numbers of staff necessary for transport operators
to offer a range of discounted travel benefits. So far,
202 employers have signed up to Smartgo, representing
198,900 members of staff, with a range of 43 travel
offers available to them, the majority on a national
basis.
Robin Pointon, managing director of Go Travel Solutions, explains how the Smartgo concept came about:
“In 2010, we were working on a travel plan for the consultants Pick Everard at their Leicester office. They
were not doing this as a compulsory provision, such as
for a Section 106 agreement, but because they considered it important in terms of developing their business.
We were examining the usual things, such as greater
use of public transport, and Pick Everard said they
would feel more confident of success if there were
some incentives.
“We thought about this, and came to the conclusion
we could achieve greater engagement from transport
operators if we could get more employers interested
around the Leicester area. With the best will in the
world, a business with around 300 employees, as Pick
Everard had, is not going to create a critical mass. We
needed another option to generate interest from large
public transport operators. If we could create a community of like-minded businesses, then it makes possible a
range of incentives from travel operators. In addition,
you can create a forum for businesses engaging with not
just the operators, but also with local authorities. The
combined voice of the private and public sectors is much
better than just a single employer. Smartgo came from
this concept of a critical mass giving you greater leverage.”
Pointon completed a transport degree at Aston University in the 1980s and followed that up with a
sandwich course that included a period working at
Leicestershire County Council. He was then offered jobs
in public transport. “It was the time when bus deregulation and privatisation were introduced, and I went to
work at Midland Red, which became Midland Fox and
then was taken over by Arriva. I worked there for ten
years, eventually becoming commercial manager for
Leicestershire and Derbyshire. I then moved out of the
bus industry, and worked in marketing followed by a
period in the field of attracting inward business investment. This experience working with business was a
significant influence in terms of building ideas on sustainable transport, and the importance of business
engagement.”
In 2008, Pointon decided that he wanted to start his
own business, and founded Go Travel Solutions. It had
some distinctive features: “Go Travel Solutions was
legally established as a workers’ co-operative. We therefore regard ourselves as a social enterprise, although of
course it has to be run as a business. Smartgo exempli-

Robin Pointon (front) launching Pick Everard’s national membership of Smartgo
with Pick Everard partner Alastair Hamilton at Leicester rail station

fies that approach, so that although as a consultancy we
pitch for work, we try to be a bit different by developing
a product that meets needs. We want to be proactive in
providing services that can help business performance,
while also fulfilling a wider social purpose.”
Pointon expands on the values underlying Smartgo
and Go Travel Solutions generally: “The social purpose
provides a strong motivation. We want something that
provides added value, and has a distinctive footprint.
One of the key drivers is sustainability, while my own
Christian faith is also vital here. We want to come away
at the end of the day having made a positive contribution. This is part of the DNA of the business. With
regard to recruitment, we look for like-minded people
who will see the bigger picture. There are big challenges
in the world in terms of long-term sustainability.”
Go Travel Solutions now has offices in Leicester and
Bristol, with five staff in Leicester, and two in Bristol.

The Smartgo business

Smartgo generates revenue for Go Travel Solutions
by the fee charged to employers, which is determined
by the size of their business. Pointon describes the principles behind this: “The onus is on the employer to
subscribe to Smartgo. They pay a membership fee for a
minimum of a year, although now many employers subscribe for three years. The onus is therefore on the
employer, and there is no reason why they shouldn’t
contribute to helping staff travel patterns. We want to
see the benefits of business engagement and promote
sustainability, but it is not just about that. There have to

be tangible benefits.”
He continues: “The scale of the fee depends on a head
count. For example, if a small business with a staff of
five joined, then they would pay £45 plus VAT for one
year’s membership. On the other hand, if it were a large
company of 10,000 people, then they would pay £1 per
employee, making it £10,000 plus VAT. This type of
large business might be a shopping centre or a business
park. In terms of operator offers, we can pass on
economies of scale, so that the more people are involved
then this promotes sustainability and you can see the
added value.”
Pointon explains that membership of Smartgo provides three main benefits: “Firstly, there is the range of
travel discounts that support sustainability. These range
from car and bike hire, through such things as bike
storage for the business, and offers on electric vehicles
and charging installations. With regard to public transport, the majority of these offers are available nationally
now, with typically ten to 20 per cent off bus and rail
season tickets. If you are going to stimulate people to
use sustainable travel, then the biggest incentive for
behaviour is cost. We use that as the chief driver for
engagement, although it is important to emphasise that
major change can take a long time. The important thing
is to embed sustainable travel in the culture for both the
employers and their staff.”
The second benefit of Smartgo membership is its
ability to act as an engagement platform. As Pointon
describes: “Our website provides a point where both a
business and their staff can sign up. This gives an easy
access point where the employer can spread the word

LTT723 Feature.qxp_LTT719_p0 26/05/2017 00:16 Page 13

TransportXtra.com/ltt

Interview 19

People probably know
Smartgo better than they
recognise Go Travel Solutions,
but over time I hope they can
also appreciate the consultancy
work we do.
about Smartgo and the tangible benefits of sustainable
travel. This provides added value in terms of stimulating
more staff to actually use the scheme. In turn, this can
provide feedback to the travel operators, who can see
that there are all these people involved. We do recognise
that cars have a role to play, and so want to encourage
people to switch to electric vehicles, and our discounts
here reflect this. However, basically we want to encourage people to consider travelling to work in a different
way, and we can provide alternatives away from default
car use. Quite often, people have never really thought
about the alternatives, and have just got into the habit of
single occupancy car use. Smartgo can help break that
habit and provide alternative options.”
The third benefit provided by Smartgo is the support
of Go Travel Solutions as a transport consultancy.
Pointon explains the advantages here: “We have a lot of
expertise around the subject of sustainable transport, and
we make ourselves available to employers who have
questions on such things as car sharing, bike schemes,
and electric vehicle charging points. They can bounce
questions off us, and we can give them a steer. It also
gives us the opportunity to demonstrate case studies of
sustainable transport behaviours.”

Creating business networks

The growth of Smartgo means that a number of geographical business clusters have now been developed,
including around Leicestershire, Stevenage, Milton
Keynes, and Gloucestershire. In addition, in the North
East of England, consultant WSP has taken on Smartgo
and moulded it on to its own Go Smarter business
network. As Pointon explains: “We realise there is not
just a single way to work things out, and are happy to
work with co-partners where Smartgo can be used as a
tool. We believe we have a robust product that can be
used in collaboration with other schemes. We have a
number of other locations around the country who are
interested in adopting Smartgo, and we are hoping these
will mature this year.”
Pointon see dialogues with local authorities as an
important way of introducing Smartgo to an area. In
some areas, local authorities already have sustainable
travel plans in operation with businesses, and Smartgo
can mould itself on to these existing schemes. Pointon
therefore emphasises that his preferred method of initial
engagement will often be with a local authority, as these
can have ongoing relationships with both businesses
and travel operators. He argues that the Smartgo
concept can be adaptable almost everywhere: “Wherever there is a critical mass of employers it can work,
and most cities and towns could adopt it. In turn, the
critical mass increases motivation for engagement of
travel operators. For example, it can provide new routes
and customers for bus operators.”
In several areas, the process of engagement through
Smartgo has been taken to a more formal basis, so that
in Leicestershire, Stevenage and Milton Keynes there
are steering groups that help to shape local priorities for
business engagement. The steering groups are chaired
by local business people but also contain representatives
from the local authorities and transport operators, while
in Stevenage membership also includes Highways
England. Pointon believes that the work of the steering
groups can help local authorities in developing their
own area sustainable travel plans by stimulating ideas,

Go Travel Solutions says employers can benefit from Smartgo in five ways

and providing the critical mass necessary to carry things
forward.
He describes how, in some areas, the introduction of
Smartgo arose from building a relationship with the
local authority: “In Milton Keynes, we pitched Smartgo
to the local council. The contract then went out to procurement, and we won it. We were then able to
introduce Smartgo in the Milton Keynes area with
financial support from the council.” Pointon describes
how, in several areas, the introduction of Smartgo has
stimulated funding to develop it: “The Local Sustainable Transport Fund has been a key catalyst, and
Leicestershire County Council provided support of this
type. We have also had financial support in Leicester
from the Local Enterprise Partnership, while Highways
England has also helped us. In their case, they can see
that promoting sustainable travel can relieve pressure
on the road network.”

Striking national deals

Pick Everard, which sparked the introduction of
Smartgo, became the first national member of Smartgo
last year, with benefits offered to its over 450 staff at 11
UK offices. Pointon reveals that Go Travel is in conversation with a number of companies about national
membership: “Many national companies have no specific geographical interest. They are more inclined to be
part of a scheme that has national coverage. What they
don’t want is to sign up for a scheme that cannot be
offered to all their locations. These divisions could be
harmful to them, and so they want a strong national offer
that provides added value.”
In the case of Smartgo and transport operators such
as rail and bus companies, Pointon stresses that he
would always prefer to deal with these on a national
basis, but that in some cases the structure of the companies may preclude this: “The reality is that every rail
operating company is independent, even if it is part of a
wider group, so we need to speak to each operator. On
the bus side, some companies are national, although
others are regional. Again, we have to deal with each
company. On the other hand, we can offer national deals
on such things as railcards.”
For the operators, a significant attraction of being
involved in Smartgo is the market information made
available. As Pointon explains: “The operators get intelligence on activity levels. For example, in Milton Keynes
and Stevenage we conducted surveys through Smartgo
and provided feedback to the operators. This can give
them information they wouldn’t normally be able to
access, as typically their information would come from
their own customers. What Smartgo offers is more of a
cross-section of people and so greater diversity. From
that, operators can gain information on what can turn

people on to their products.”
By shifting the local culture towards greater consideration of greener travel, Smartgo can change attitudes over
time. The ultimate aim is therefore to bring about
behaviour change, although Robin Pointon warns that it
can be misleading to attribute change to any one factor:
“We have to be really careful on data. So many factors
can contribute to change, and we are nervous to extrapolate things. Every situation is different. Nevertheless,
we are starting to capture how people are travelling as
they join the scheme, and then looking at how things
have changed over time. We are trying to build up a
range of intelligence bases that can help us inform how
a scheme is performing.”
Pointon provides the example of a Stevenage survey
to illustrate the positives, but also the potential pitfalls,
of customer surveys: “We undertook Stevenage staff
travel surveys in 2015 and 2016. This reflects the indepth work that can be undertaken through Smartgo, to
understand travel behaviours and how they could become
more sustainable. The data included a two percent
decrease in single car occupancy between the survey we
conducted in 2015 and then 2016. We do need to be cautious in attributing all of this to Smartgo, since the
surveys were only a sample, and there are always a multitude of parallel factors that are influencing travel
behaviours. Nevertheless, it is encouraging.” He also
points out that sustainable travel is not necessarily just
about mode switch, and that such things as considering
the purchase of an electric vehicle, which can improve
air quality, can also be important.
Pointon acknowledges that there are similar schemes
to Smartgo in other parts of the country, but argues that
these tend to be more locally focused, with a smaller
range of offers and more set in their approach. He
believes Smartgo now has a scheme that can be applied
in all parts of the country and that, in tandem with other
initiatives, it can be a powerful tool to help employers
embed greener travel within their workplace, while also
providing economic, social and environmental benefits
to transport stakeholders such as local authorities, local
enterprise partnerships, and transport providers.
In terms of the evolution of Smartgo, the aim is to
improve the offers available, while developing collaborations and growing the scheme on a national scale. “We
also want to build case studies and our track record generally, and so demonstrate how specific devices such as
electric vehicles and car sharing can help promote sustainable travel,” he says. “I must admit that people
probably know Smartgo better than they recognise Go
Travel Solutions, but over time I hope they can also
appreciate the consultancy work we do generally as a
social enterprise. If people are involved in Smartgo, then
this can lead them on to other things that we do to
promote sustainable travel.”

