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Introduction: Dean Finch, Group Chief Executive
National Express
National Express regularly uses independent assessments and
reports to gauge our performance in key areas of our business.
For example:

• AD Little conducts an annual review of safety performance and
culture, as well as investigating particularly significant incidents
• All of our employee surveys are run by independent companies
• SGS carries our independent maintenance audits across our US
operations, and we have already committed to rolling this out
across our business
These reports are all reviewed by our PLC Board and are an intrinsic
part of our policy setting and review processes. Equally, they have
been central to our assessments under the European Foundation for
Quality Management – or local equivalent – excellence regimes that
all of our businesses undertake.
Towards the end of 2015 I set out a renewed 2020 strategy for
National Express: ‘Driving Best Value’. At the heart of this strategy
was a determination to make even greater progress on the Values
that underpin our business. This included an ambition to be an
‘employer of choice’ with employees widely regarded as leaders in
their field. It contained commitments: to pay the Living Wage, or at
least 10% above the national minimum wage where a national Living
Wage doesn’t exist; for all drivers to have an Institute for Advanced
Motoring – or local equivalent – accreditation as part of a ‘World
Class Driver’ programme; and for all technicians to have a similar
accreditation to a Master Technician level.
The determination to invest in our staff in such a way is driven by
our People Value but also by a recognition that to grow, to meet
the changing demands of our customers and to harness new
technology, we must all continually strive to be even better.
This is a deliberately ambitious agenda and one we have already
started making some progress on. But equally, I want to make
sure we are capturing the views of our employees in both setting
our future direction and ensuring we deliver against what we have
said. I have therefore already established three workstreams to help
achieve this.
First, a series of focus groups led by Jane Kingston, a NonExecutive Director, identifying what our employees believe makes
a ‘good company’ and an ‘employer of choice’ and what National
Express needs to do to deliver on these ambitions. This work will
be completed ahead of the 2016 Annual Report and we will then
publish our progress against these areas in subsequent reports
and online.
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Second, a programme led by Alison Forster, our Group Safety
Director, and Mike Goddard, our Group HR Director, to ensure
we deliver against our World Class Driver and Master Technician
commitments.
Third, a review led by Tom Harris, the ex-UK Transport Minister and
Labour MP, to advise whether we are living up to our People Value
and ‘developing the talents, rewarding the exceptional performance
and respecting the rights’ of all of our employees.
This document is Tom’s independent report on his review. The
PLC Board is very grateful for the work that Tom has done in
compiling this report and accepts all his recommendations for
further improvement.

Introduction: Tom Harris

In 2015 I was invited by National Express to undertake a review
of its People Value to assess what progress is being made
against its stated commitment to: ‘develop the talents, reward the
exceptional performance and respect the rights’ of all employees.
In conducting this review I have analysed National Express’s relevant
policies, public statements by both the company and some critics
and the available data to assess their progress.
I have also visited a number of locations in the UK, Spain and
US to meet staff, local management and union representatives
and customers. Between 17 and 30 January 2016 I visited
National Express’s:
•
•
•
•
•

Spanish division (ALSA) locations in Madrid and Granada
UK Coach operations at Heathrow Airport (Sipson Road depot)
UK Rail operations (c2c depot at East Ham)
UK Bus operations (Perry Bar depot)
North American School Bus operations (Durham School Services):
—— Carpentersville depot (Illinois)
—— Santa Rosa depot (Florida)
—— Charleston depot (South Carolina)
—— Groveport depot (Ohio)
—— Syracuse depot (New York).

At all employment locations except Sipson Road, I ran focus
groups with local staff. With union representatives and customers I
conducted interviews. In total, I met over 100 employees, customers
and trade union representatives. In all cases I was free to ask any
question I deemed fit. I have been given free access to any location
I wanted and all available information I have asked for has been
provided to me.
Overall, I believe National Express is a good company living up to
and delivering its ambitious People Value agenda. The data I have
reviewed and the staff I have met paint a positive picture against the
high bar the People Value sets. This is not to say there are not areas
for improvement; there clearly are. And my recommendations set out
areas where I think further progress can be made.
I would also like to add that it became apparent during my research
and visits that the ambition shown in this area is increasingly
necessary as the markets National Express competes in become
ever more demanding. The corollary, of course, is that it is
incredibly important National Express continues to deliver against
its commitments.

www.nationalexpressgroup.com
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The context

Achieving five-star ratings across the business will help secure
the company’s reputation as a byword for Excellence, Dean said.
National Express must continue to drive operational improvements,
and run as efficiently as possible to enable it to continue to offer
services at excellent prices to its customers. New technology will
provide opportunities to help build relationships with existing, and
new, customers.

Safety: We only do what is safe and stop any unsafe behaviour.
Safety is our priority. More than anything else we value the health
and safety of our customers, employees and the general public.

Customers: National Express should be synonymous with a
customer-focused excellence that values and rewards loyalty,
including compensation when things go wrong. On the railway
side of the business, c2c’s pioneering automatic Delay Repay
scheme is already leading the industry, Dean reported, and
customer satisfaction scores are high across the business. “But
we must look to apply this across our other businesses and come
up with other ground-breaking initiatives to continuously deliver
excellent customer satisfaction.”

In 2011, National Express launched its ‘Vision and Values’. National
Express’s Vision is to earn the lifetime loyalty of its customers by
consistently delivering frequent, high performing public transport
services which offer excellent value. The company’s five Values
are, National Express believes, central to its ability to deliver on
this Vision.

People: We develop the talents, reward the exceptional
performance and respect the rights of all our employees.
Excellence: We constantly strive to be excellent in all that we
do. By being excellent in all that we do we will meet customer
expectations, deliver industry-leading services and act as a willing
and constructive partner.
Customers: We place them at the heart of our business and
relentlessly meet their expectations.
Community: We are active in the communities we serve to
generate economic, social and environmental value.
Through its annual reports and on its corporate website, the
company provides evidence of how these values have been adopted
by the business, setting out examples of how they are influencing
business activity and providing data to demonstrate performance.
This can be accessed here: http://www.nationalexpressgroup.com/
our-way/our-vision-and-values/
In late 2015, Dean Finch, Chief Executive of National Express,
updated staff on progress with his ‘2020 Vision’ for the company.
Dean’s ambition was that National Express would become, in the
next five years, one of the world’s leading public transport operators
and this included a renewed and refreshed commitment to the
company’s Vision and Values.
The aim for 2020 was to be seen as ‘Driving Best Value’ for
National Express’s customers, the communities it serves, its
employees and its shareholders. Dean said: “I want, and our future
success demands we must, lead the market in all aspects of our
business: the best, safest operator providing valued services to loyal
customers and communities, with staff proud to say they work for
National Express.”1
Safety: This, Dean said, remained National Express’s priority and
“our relentless focus”. The shared goal of everyone at National
Express must be “zero responsible harm”. This could be achieved
through the embedding of a safety culture across the Group and the
embracing of technology to drive significant reductions in National
Express’s Fatalities and Weighted Injuries index, and cutting the cost
of “unsafe behaviour”.
To achieve the company’s 2020 Vision on People would require
crucial investment, Dean wrote: “By 2020, for example, all of our
drivers should have IAM (Institute of Advanced Motoring) – or local
equivalent – accreditation, and all our technicians should have
a similar accreditation of Master Technician. National Express
must be recognised as an employer of choice, with its staff widely
acknowledged as the leaders in their fields. Working for National
Express will be a badge of pride and a mark of excellence.”
1
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This quote comes from an internal email to staff on 9 November 2015.
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Community: “We all want to work for a company that makes a
difference to the communities we serve,” Dean wrote. “We don’t
simply operate buses, coaches, trams or trains. We help people get
to work, see friends and family and keep towns and cities moving.
At a time when there is an increased focus on corporate behaviour,
it will also be a competitive advantage to showcase the way we
operate, the work we already do and new initiatives we put in place.
I am proud we are the first transport group to become a full Living
Wage employer in the UK and have committed to pay at least 10%
above the local minimum wage across the Group as a whole.”
I include these extensive quotes from an internal email as they help
demonstrate the nature of National Express’s approach and, frankly,
ambition in this area. I am also interested in the way that future
commercial performance is linked so closely to the delivery against
the Vision and Values. I find this encouraging as it suggests that they
are not ‘CSR gloss’, but seen as intrinsic to business success.
The commitment to invest in staff – including, for example, the
Master Driver and Master Technician initiatives – and becoming the
first private transport company in the UK to commit to be a Living
Wage employer are significant demonstrations of the company
National Express says it wants to be.

Review of publicly available data

Employee surveys
National Express uses independent companies to run its employee
surveys. These surveys measure the engagement of its staff and ask
a number of specific questions around safety and the other values.
National Express says that every year the results are used in setting
plans to improve National Express as a place to work.
The results of the most recent surveys with available data
demonstrate that across National Express the results of these
employee surveys are consistently high.
The table below collates the most relevant data to demonstrate
whether National Express is delivering against its People Value.

Employee survey data
Year

North
America

UK Bus

UK
Coach

UK Rail

Corporate

Spain and
Morocco2

2015
2014
2013
2012

786
780
776
–

661
654
629
–

714
708
693
–

710
738
739
–

806
782
763
–

–
59%
–
55%

2015
2014
2013
2012

83%
84%
82%
–

66%
62%
57%
–

76%
75%
72%
–

81%
81%
83%
–

89%
83%
82%
–

–
62%
–
62%

Safety is taken seriously in my business

2015
2014
2013
2012

86%
88%
88%
–

87%
87%
84%
–

91%
90%
89%
–

87%
89%
90%
–

98%
98%
98%
–

–
71%
–
67%

I enjoying working for my business

2015
2014
2013
2012

90%
91%
–
–

77%
78%
74%
–

85%
85%
84%
–

90%
89%
92%
–

97%
96%
91%
–

–
67%
–
61%

I have received the training I need to do my job3

2015
2014
2013
2012
2015
2014
2013

89%
89%
–
–
69%
69%
–

84%
84%
80%
–
48%
44%
41%

74%
73%
74%
–
60%
55%
51%

84%
91%
92%
–
57%
61%
59%

81%
77%
72%
–
80%
82%
76%

–
68%
–
66%
–
–
–

2015
2014
2013

85%
87%
84%

–
–
–

–
–
–

–
–
–

–
–
–

Employee engagement score from employee survey
Score max: 1,000 (apart from Spain and Morocco1)

Questions
I would recommend my company as a good place to work

People who perform well in my business
are recognised appropriately4
My company respects my right to associate with whom
I choose and my right to hold and express opinions
(North America only)

–
–
–

Notes
1
A different research methodology is used in Spain and Morocco and surveys are only carried out every two years, so it is not possible to make direct comparisons with the other divisions.
2
As surveys are only carried out every two years, the data from the previous survey in 2012 is included to provide a comparator witjh 2014.
3
The questions are also worded slightly differently from those in the UK and North America, but capture opinions about broadly the same subjects and are included here for comparative purposes.
4
This question is not asked in Spain and Morocco, and was added to the the North American survey in 2014.
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VaLUENTiS, the company used to conduct the UK surveys, also
carries out a number of surveys for transport companies and is
therefore able to offer benchmarks against others in the industry.
It has found that National Express business units are consistently
amongst the highest in VaLUENTiS’s database.
National Express’s North America employee survey is run by TNS
Employee Insights. Referring to 2014’s results, Mike Schroeder,
CEO of TNS Employee Insights, said: “National Express continues to
demonstrate exceptional performance when it comes to employee
satisfaction and engagement.”
While these results are encouraging, the data does reveal quite
significant variations between the business units. ALSA’s figures are
the lowest across the Group. And in the UK, UK Bus seems to lag
on both ‘People who perform well in my business are recognised
appropriately’ and ‘I would recommend my company as a good
place to work’. But it should be noted that in both cases the scores
have shown consistent improvement between 2013 and 2015.
This is perhaps unsurprising yet it was something I was interested
to look for in my visits to the different locations.
External recognition
It is also apparent that National Express’s commitments in this area
have secured important recognition.
Peter Wilkinson, the lead official for rail franchising at the Department
for Transport, said at the annual Group Values Awards ceremony:
“What you are doing here with your Values, and your outreach into
the community, is a model example of why a company like National
Express Group is so successful. It is no coincidence that companies
who invest in this kind of effort are usually amongst the most
successful.”
Of the commitment to pay the Living Wage in the UK, Gerard
Coyne, Regional Director, Unite, said: “This announcement is great
news for the 340 staff directly affected and shows National Express’s
commitment to be a good employer to all its staff. I would like to see
more big companies in the West Midlands follow their lead and pay
the Living Wage.”
Again, in response to the Living Wage commitment, the Rt
Hon Patrick McLoughlin MP, Secretary of State for Transport,
said: “I welcome National Express’s decision to become a Living
Wage employer. This important step will have a real impact and
demonstrates the success of our transport sector. National Express
plays a vital role in helping people go about their daily business.”
And although not directly related to the People Value, I also noted
a quote from Richard Clarke, director at AD Little, the independent
safety consultants used by National Express: “The leadership on
safety from the Group Chief Executive is as strong and effective as
we have seen anywhere and is transforming the culture of safety
throughout the Group.” I think this is important as in my experience
a company’s commitment to safety is often seen by employees as
an important marker of its commitment to them as staff. This is why
I have also included the employee survey responses to ‘Safety is
taken seriously in my business’ in the table on page 5.

External criticism
As with any transport company, National Express’s most frequent
source of criticism is complaints around its services. That is beyond
the scope of my report.
In recent years some press articles, Early Day Motions in the
House of Commons and reports have made allegations around
National Express’s approach to trade unions and HR practices in
North America.
The most recent of these came in early 2015, when the Teamsters
Union, in conjunction with two Labour MPs, Jim Sheridan and Ian
Lavery, produced a report that contained some damning allegations
against National Express’s school bus services in America.
On examination, however, it is difficult to justify, from an objective
point of view, the vast number of the conclusions the MPs drew.
For example, the report, in its conclusions, warns: “There is
growing competition in the privatised student transportation market
and National Express risks losing market share because of their
reputation.”
However, while the school bus market is undoubtedly an increasingly
competitive one, since 2010, National Express has in fact grown its
share of the contracted market from 10% to 12%. Further, it has
expanded the number of routes it operates by 24%, increased the
number of buses it operates by 21% and doubled the profitability
of its North American operations.2
Further, the North American employee survey, run by an
independent company, asks employees whether or not they agree
with the statement, “My company respects my right to associate
with whom I choose and my right to hold and express opinions.”
Between 2013 and 2015, the percentage of responses agreeing
with the statement has been 84, 87 and 85 respectively.
National Express has itself published a detailed (and, to me,
convincing) rebuttal of the Teamsters’ allegations and claims. It
is perhaps relevant (and unhelpful to the credibility of their report)
that the MPs drew their conclusions from discussions with just
13 National Express employees during their visit to North America.
During my own visits to National Express/Durham Bus Services sites
in five different states in January 2016, I was not primarily concerned
with addressing the allegations contained in the Teamsters/MPs’
report; nevertheless, being aware of the criticisms made in the
report, I maintained an open mind on the allegations and was
keen to explore with the many employees I spoke to, their frank
experience of working for the company.

2
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Taken from: http://nexgroup.blob.core.windows.net/media/2370/national-expressresponse.pdf

Summary of visits

Spain
Context
ALSA is the dominant force in Spanish bus passenger transport
and, since 2005, has been a wholly owned subsidiary of
National Express.
Unlike in the UK, Spain’s bus industry is regulated, with commuter
and long-distance services delivered under franchise agreements,
awarded by city, regional and national government.

2. ALSA’s welcome low rate of attrition of its workforce is at least
in part due to the condition of the Spanish employment market
and economy. In this context, ALSA is seen as a welcome point
of stability for workers. However, the company needs to guard
against complacency and prepare for better economic times,
whether or not those conditions actually emerge. ALSA should
remain, in the long term, the employer of choice for the Spanish
transport industry.

Trade unions play a key role in the day-to-day activities of ALSA.
However, union membership is seen as a private matter between
individuals and the union in question, and unions themselves
do not publish their affiliate (membership) numbers.

Conclusion
Overall, it is clear that ALSA is a market leader as both a service
provider and employer. Its management is respected by staff, while
managers seem to have an affinity for the work they do and the
pressures they face and a very positive working relationship, both
with ordinary workers and the trade unions.

Approach
I visited National Express operations in Spain from 17-19 January
2016, interviewing management, trade union representatives and
employees at locations in Madrid and Granada.

UK operations
Context
I visited National Express coach, bus and rail operations in London
and Birmingham between 20 and 21 January 2016.

Findings
Consistently (and, among some groups, unanimously) ALSA was
seen as an employer whom employees would recommend to a
friend or family member who was considering applying for a job.

National Express is one of the country’s largest transport providers,
operating coach services throughout the UK, bus services in the
West Midlands and Dundee, and train services in East London
and South Essex through its c2c rail franchise.

Employees have a reasonably high awareness and appreciation of
ALSA’s corporate responsibility policies, and were able to identify
specific programmes.

Across these businesses I met local management, employees
and union representatives. I conducted a number of focus groups
with staff.

The company seems to have encouraged a culture in which
employees see training as a matter of personal pride and personal
development as well as an opportunity to be better qualified to
pursue a career with another employer. There is also an appreciation
of the need to keep up to date with developments in technology and
with safety mechanisms as new vehicles appear on the market.

General comments
Employees’ attitudes to the company, while differing markedly
depending on the nature of the business, are largely positive, with
the overwhelming majority of respondents agreeing that National
Express (or, in the case of railway employees, c2c) is a good
company to work for and a career they would enthusiastically
recommend to others. In this way, in general, my findings during my
visits largely confirmed the picture painted by the employee survey
data presented above.

Both employees and senior management recognise the value in the
Liberatés, individuals who are paid by ALSA but who are elected by
employees and work as trade union representatives – independent
of management – on a full-time basis. Whereas in the UK such
practices have been the subject of some political controversy, this
seems to be not only tolerated but welcomed in Spain. A major
benefit is seen to be the Liberatés’ ability to persuade workers of the
value and benefit of certain company policies and changes more
effectively than a manager might be able to.
Areas for improvement
1. In many of my discussions it was clear that a significant strike a
couple of years ago has cast a long shadow over the business.
However, there was widespread recognition that that had
marked a low point and things had improved in recent years. It
was equally clear there were positive relations with local trade
unions. Nonetheless, given the impact of the industrial action,
ALSA management must continue to improve its relationship
with the trade unions through continual co-operation and by
stepping up efforts to inform the workforce of new initiatives at
an early stage in order to win their full co-operation, support
and participation. This would contribute to a sense among
employees that they have a genuine stake in the future direction
of the company.

UK Coach: Sipson Road depot, Heathrow
Approach
During my visit to the depot I spoke to staff and conducted
interviews with three local managers.
Findings
Significant changes and improvements have been made since
the arrival of Paul Louis-Fernand as the Head of Owned Operations
in 2013.
Paul has increased engagement with drivers and overseen the
expansion of the DriveCam system which video monitors both the
interior and exterior of the coach. Switching emphasis from discipline
to support, Paul feels he has encouraged greater confidence in
management by drivers, reducing significantly the cost to the
company of incidents and accidents in the process.
While rewards schemes should be revisited, the ‘Master Driver’
programme, involving certificate presentation and recognition of
drivers’ achievements at annual events (which staff’s families are
encouraged to attend), has boosted employee morale. I was really
struck by the power of this commitment and have reflected this later
in my comments on other divisions.

www.nationalexpressgroup.com
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There is a flexibility and willingness to innovate where necessary,
both to provide a better service to the customer and to improve
conditions for staff (and therefore reducing the rate at which staff
leave the company). In-work training is seen as a major plus-point
by drivers and other employees – a source of pride as well as an
essential part of improving their employability and career prospects.
Effective, approachable and efficient management has helped
improve morale, as evidenced by the impressive increase in
responses to regular staff surveys, indicating a willingness for
staff to become more engaged.
I was particularly struck by the following quote from a local
employee: “Where National Express is different is that it actually
believes in its values. I’ve never known a safety regime like this.”
It is this comment that made me include the safety data in the
table earlier on in my report.
Area for improvement
1. There appears scope for improved communication between
drivers and management. Drivers do not have their own email
account or portal; this could become part of the daily routine
and help improve communication. I believe UK Bus has
recently introduced something similar and therefore provides
an opportunity for cross-business learning.
Conclusion
The Sipson Road depot is a fine example of morale and employee
engagement being significantly improved by the intervention of
a new manager committed to being part of the workforce rather
than simply managing it. Increases in staff survey responses
and a confidence in internal processes (discipline and accident
investigation, for example) can only benefit the company on a
local level and are the direct consequence of this new style
of management.

Most of the groups’ participants expressed a willingness to (in
some cases enthusiasm for) encouraging others to apply for
employment with c2c. Management was seen by station workers
as generally approachable, but a recurring complaint was the lack
of communication between and among the two layers of workers.
There was some discontent at the perception that management
relied too heavily on agency workers, rather than filling posts with
full-time, permanent employees. There was also a perception that
the wage rate offered to station cleaners was too low, resulting in
a poor retention rate.
The relatively small size of c2c as a company was seen as an
advantage: “It’s small enough that we all know the managing
director,” was one comment that received general support.
Nevertheless, there was some interest among staff in understanding
the nature of the wider National Express Group, perhaps even with
a view to seeking employment/promotion.
Generally it was agreed that a greater understanding by different
workers of their colleagues’ jobs would help improve the running
of the company.
Morale varied markedly between the two groups: among the first
group (non-management) it was estimated to be about 5 (on a 1-10
scale) and this was felt to have fallen over the past year. Among
managers morale was estimated at between 8 and 9.
Areas for improvement
1. National Express should capitalise on the enthusiasm of its c2c
employees for understanding their colleagues’ different roles and
responsibilities. The company may wish to consider a project to
encourage staff to spend some time shadowing other workers
as a way of improving workplace professional relationships.

Rail (c2c)
Approach
I held focus groups with two groups of workers employed by c2c,
National Express’s sole UK rail franchise serving East London and
South Essex.

2. A frequently cited frustration (expressed by employees
across all National Express divisions) is for an improvement
in communication within the company. Existing forms of
communication should be re-examined and an audit conducted
on how best to achieve this, with all available technologies
considered to make improvements. Staff should be fully
involved in any innovations in this area.

Findings
On job satisfaction there was an obvious gap between, on one side,
station workers and managers and, on the other, train drivers. The
latter group were the least likely to recommend working for c2c and
the most likely to criticise managers. Conversely, however, they were
also the least likely to express a desire to apply for jobs outside the
company and were among the longest-serving employees taking
part in the groups.

Conclusion
The c2c workforce is, for the most part, cohesive despite marked
variations in morale across the workforce and management.
Workers take their responsibilities to their customers seriously and
depend on each other for support in a very demanding working
environment. Where tensions exist more can be done to capitalise
on the positive working atmosphere to benefit more workers and,
ultimately, passengers.

This divergence re-emerged on the question of whether or not
staff felt valued: station staff and management were positive in this
respect, drivers much less so. There was general agreement, among
all participants, that the “best thing” about working for c2c was the
friendly working environment.
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UK Bus
Approach
I visited National Express’s Perry Barr depot in Birmingham to hold
a focus group with drivers, mechanics and administration staff.
Findings
Morale in the group was estimated at between 8 and 9 (on a 1-10
scale) and the group agreed that their working environment felt like
“a brotherhood, a community”. They felt that National Express’s
commitment to People as one of its core Values was justified.
Participants were largely satisfied with the standard of management,
which members felt had improved markedly in the last decade.
However, there was some unhappiness that senior management
were not as visible on the ‘shop floor’ as they could be.
There was a high level of job satisfaction and pride in their work, yet
a level of frustration that customers failed to understand the reasons
behind most route delays, and blaming the drivers for late buses.
Some of the best things about working for National Express were
listed as security of employment, job satisfaction, a pride in their
work and a passion for helping the local community, and there was
a high level of awareness of the company’s corporate responsibility
activities and charitable work.
Areas for improvement
1. Again, bus employees highlighted improvements in intracompany communications as important. While there have been
recent innovations in this area – including giving all staff an email
account – the full benefits are yet to be realised. Therefore the
company should review what more can be done, working with
front line employees to deliver improvements in communications.
2. A perception that some senior management is aloof and
invisible is just as damaging to morale as the reality (although
this perception was not uniformly held across the focus group
participants). Managers, in close co-operation with workers,
should seek new initiatives that will bring about a closer
(figuratively and physically) working relationship with drivers,
administrators, mechanics, etc.
Conclusion
National Express is seen as a reputable and reliable employer
which respects and listens to its workers. Employees attach
a certain prestige to working for the company and morale is
generally high. The absence of industrial action is a credit to both
management and the trade unions. More effort needs to be made
to improve relations between the shop floor and management, and
the company should explore how staff can feel more valued.
North America
Context
National Express’s North American subsidiary, Durham School
Services (‘Durham’), is one of the largest private school bus
operators in the US. In the last decade, as public school budgets
have tightened, increasing numbers of school districts have
moved from providing in-house bus transportation for their pupils
to contracting the service to the private sector. Such contracts
are overseen by the school superintendent in each district (‘the
customer’).

Work is necessarily seasonal in nature, and drivers tend either
to claim unemployment benefits during the long summer recess
when their services are no longer required, or take additional work
during this time. This can lead to driver shortages at the start of
each autumn term, a problem that affects all the providers of
school bus services.
Approach
I visited five different CSCs (Community Service Centers; effectively
depots) from where Durham operates: Carpentersville (Illinois); Santa
Rosa (Florida); Charleston (South Carolina); Groveport (Ohio); and
Syracuse (New York) – between 24 and 30 January 2016. In each
of these locations I held focus groups (without any management
present), interviewed union representatives in two locations
(Teamster: Carpentersville, Illinois; and SEIU: Syracuse, New York)
and interviewed customers in Illinois and Florida.
Findings
Given the broad geographical range of locations, there was naturally
and inevitably a wide range of views of Durham as an employer
and of employee relations and morale. Nevertheless, a number of
consistent views emerged.
Durham is considered, on the whole, a good employer within the
industry. Trade union officials recognise the professionalism and
flexibility of management. The local president of the Teamsters in
Illinois, for example, paid tribute to Durham’s negotiating team and
praised its grievance resolution process.
Employees themselves, while some regret the restrictions and
limitations inevitably imposed on the industry by seasonal operation,
would recommend it as an employer to friends or relatives.
The customers, the school districts with whom I spoke, were
enthusiastic about the positive and productive relationship they
have developed with Durham.
In general, employees’ (mostly drivers’) complaints frequently cited
pay levels, although many accepted that Durham often paid higher
rates than competing private companies. The complaints were in
this sense more against the structure of the industry, rather than
Durham itself. Nonetheless, there remains a dissatisfaction amongst
some that the wages and benefits provided by the school districts
themselves are more generous. Most focus group participants
were realistic in their assessment of this situation, recognising that
districts’ prime motivation for contracting out is to save money on
exactly those items. That said, some workers who contributed
pointed out that they now receive more benefits than they did with
previous employers.
One issue that did come up in a couple of focus groups was an
unhappiness that drivers with longer tenure did not feel valued
because of the absence of pay differentials between themselves
and newly recruited drivers.
There was a general satisfaction about the quality of management,
which is seen by employees as accessible and responsive to
complaints. Where there were complaints about local management
it was clear this could severely impact morale and was a very
important issue.
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Grievances on a practical level which emerged at more than one
site involved the control and management of component parts at
depots; it was felt that a needlessly bureaucratic system prevented
swift repairs to vehicles, frustrating drivers and costing the company
in terms of days when a bus was out of operation.
There was a widespread and unanimous view that safety is, and
must continue to be, the company’s top priority. Employees take
great pride in sending vehicles out of the depot each morning
in a safe condition (“Our own children and grandchildren use
those buses”).
Because so many drivers find alternative employment during the
school summer holidays, there is often a shortage of drivers by
the time the new term begins, placing a burden on those drivers
remaining with the company. This is a problem that affects all players
in the school bus industry. Durham is responding with year-round
recruitment initiatives but there is no quick and easy solution to this
long-term problem.
Drivers and bus monitors have a genuine vested interest in improving
their services, making suggestions as to how safety can be
improved, particularly for their passengers. Great store was set by
the need for drivers to get to know their regular passengers by first
name (though the high attrition rate of drivers sometimes prevented
this happening). This reflected the pride many had in their job.
Areas for improvement
1. There was an absence of awareness of the Master Driver
concept in the North American locations I visited. While the
company does have a ‘Pride in Safety’ programme which is
designed to reward similar behaviours, having seen the power
the Master Driver initiative has had on engagement and morale
in other locations I think it is a priority to ensure the North
American programme is rolled out more effectively to ensure
staff are fully engaged.
2. All workers of whatever grade want to be better paid, but there
is a realism among most workers about the competitive nature
of the school bus industry in the US. However, Durham should
try to address the complaint that drivers of longer tenure do not
receive the recognition they believe they deserve.
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3. While recognising that CSCs are workplaces and not recreational
facilities, management should nevertheless treat workers’
lounge areas with respect and as key sources of either high or
low morale. While I saw the results of some recent investments
I believe further facilities improvement should be a priority for
the company.
4. Corporate responsibility or charitable activities undertaken locally
by Durham are highly valued by the company’s workers as well
as customers and the wider community, offering a sense of
pride and ownership to employees. Every effort should be made,
firstly, to seek workers’ suggestions as to which new activities
to support, and secondly, to publicise such activities extensively
within the company locally (and perhaps even nationally) and
within the local community.
5. While management is aware of concerns in some places around
the current system for ordering spare parts, some drivers’
perceptions remain that the situation is not being improved.
While a detailed assessment of this no doubt complex issue is
outside the scope of this review, a review into whether the best
system is in place could potentially – through even a relatively
modest change in practice – result in a disproportionately large
‘win’ for the company in terms of morale and workers’ relations.
Conclusion
Durham School Services is a high-performing organisation that
is regarded positively by its customers and employees. Despite a
very competitive market and challenging economic environment,
it has developed a good working relationship, and a positive
reputation, among all its key stakeholders. It has a local and national
leadership team that can recognise and learn from past mistakes.
And while this review has highlighted some areas of potential for
improvement, it is clear that Durham generally places high value on
its own employees and takes pride in pushing for excellence in the
service it provides to its customers.

Conclusion

I believe National Express is a good company living up to and
delivering its ambitious People Value agenda. In what was a very
enjoyable review process, I met many engaged and enthusiastic
staff who clearly enjoy working for National Express and serving
their customers.
I have been impressed with the leadership National Express has
shown in relevant areas. I believe the Master Driver and Master
Technician programmes are potentially powerful statements of the
company’s commitment to staff and customers and I found that
those employees who had already been engaged through them
found them valuable and rewarding.
The commitment to become a Living Wage employer in the UK
(with commensurate commitments elsewhere) is of course to be
welcomed. The fact that National Express is the first private transport
company in the UK to make that pledge is to be commended. The
National Express Foundation is also an industry-leading initiative that
goes above and beyond the usual ‘CSR’ of many other companies.
And in one sense this is my central finding: National Express’s Vision
and Values are not ‘add-ons’, attempting to gloss business as usual.
It is apparent in interviewing staff and management, and reviewing
the company’s literature and performance data that they are how
National Express wants to operate and – in its words – deliver
‘operational excellence’.
This said, there is always more that can be done. I have already
made a number of recommendations for further improvements. But
I would like to pull three out in particular that I believe should receive
extra focus from National Express management:

1. Improved internal communications
Across all divisions there was a common concern that there could
be better communication within the company. This frustration took
different forms: it varied from not being aware of what is going on in
other parts of the business through to management presence and
understanding of staff benefits. While National Express has been
looking to make improvements here there is clearly more that could
be done.
2. The quality of local management
It became apparent during my visits that a key driver of local staff
morale and engagement was the quality of local management.
Poor local management can quickly undermine years of hard work
fostering a positive workplace environment. In a company such as
the North American business where more than 200 locations are
spread across a continent, this is even more important. National
Express should therefore review its approach to supporting,
developing and challenging local managers across the business.
3. Priority initiatives such as Master Driver,
Master Technician and the safety programme
I was struck on my visits by the power of recent initiatives such
as Master Driver to engage and enthuse staff. The company’s
commitment to safety was also seen by many as a barometer of
how much it cared for them as employees. I found this interesting
as it demonstrates that this agenda is about more than simply
pay; it is about a broader package that supports and develops
staff to achieve their potential within their careers. It is therefore
very important that National Express delivers in all divisions on its
commitments to staff development and safety programmes made
in the ‘Driving Best Value’ agenda set out at the end of 2015.
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List of focus groups and interviews
(in chronological order)

1. Interview: Senior management, ALSA, Madrid
2. Interview: Staff and management at Intermodal Exchange Facility,
Avenida de America, Madrid
3. Interview: Trade unions, Madrid
4. Focus group: management team/local trade union
representatives for the Mediterranean Area Unit, Granada
5. Interview: Paul Louis-Fernand, Head of Owned Operations,
National Express, Sipson Road, Heathrow
6. Interview: Acci Dhinsay (Driver Manager) and Eddie Goslin
(Hoppa Manager), National Express, Sipson Road, Heathrow
7. Focus group: c2c drivers and station staff
8. Focus group: c2c managers
9. Focus group: Drivers, engineers and office staff at Perry Barr,
Birmingham
10. Interview: Dominic Romanazzi, President of Teamsters Local
330, Carpentersville, Illinois
11. Interview: Donna Bordsen, Director of Transportation, District
300, Illinois, and Fred Heid, School Superintendent, District 300,
Illinois
12. Focus group: Carpentersville, Illinois
13. Focus group: Santa Rosa, Florida
14. Interview: Tim Wyrosdick, Santa Rosa Schools District
Superintendent
15. Focus group: Charleston, South Carolina
16. Focus group: Groveport, Ohio
17. Interview: Bob Loftus, SEIU Union representative, Local 200
United, and Scott R. Phillipson, SEIU Union President, Local
200 United
18. Focus group: Syracuse, New York
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