ALL COMMITTEES

JULY 16 & 17, 2003
SUBJECT:
METRO IDENTITY STATUS PRESENTATION

ACTION:
RECEIVE AND FILE
RECOMMENDATION
Receive and file a presentation on the results of staff research and analysis of the agency’s service identity.  

ISSUE

MTA staff seeks to update the Board on ongoing efforts to improve communications with the agency’s key audiences through a more effective agency identity program.  MTA customers, the general public, elected officials, investors, business associates and employees form opinions about the agency through the many communications produced by the MTA. These channels range from bus stop signs, timetables and maps to plans and reports, brochures and advertising campaigns.   Staff seeks to improve the quality and effectiveness of agency communications, provide increased and more targeted customer information and to effectively and efficiently improve public perception of the agency within approved fiscal year budgets.  

DISCUSSION

Staff has conducted an extensive audit of agency communications including signage, customer information, rolling stock interiors and exteriors, brochures, timetables, uniforms, facilities, advertising, published plans and reports, website, etc.   Staff also reviewed customer and general public surveys and focus group information relating to these communications.  

In addition, several companies with strong and highly regarded identity programs (Fed Ex, UPS, Apple Computer, Target, Volkswagen, London Transport, etc.) were studied in order to provide a benchmark for quality.  Common characteristics found among these varied organizations included presentation of products and services with a visually unified and consistent “family” look, and a high degree of public recognition of the company’s logo/identity.  These organizations also each had unique, carefully constructed identity design. Equally important, each company carefully monitored a set of guidelines to ensure consistency across all their channels of communications.  

The audit of MTA communications revealed that there is a significant degree of public confusion about what the agency is and does.  A lack of consistency in visual communications (“visual splintering”) further fosters this confusion.  The agency symbol (the Metro logo) is not used consistently and, indeed, is sometimes entirely absent.  When it is used, it is often poorly—or incorrectly—reproduced.   Staff found that one of the reasons for this inconsistency is that the logo cannot be effectively reproduced in the required wide range of applications (embroidered uniform patches, pins, signage, business cards, website, etc.) and that it is so ubiquitous and indistinct that it is impossible to make proprietary.  

However, statistical analysis indicates that certain characteristics of the M logo have “brand equity” that should be retained. The General Public Survey of 2000 indicated that 52% of those surveyed identified the M within a circle as “Metro’s logo” while 5% identified it as “MTA’s logo”.  This level of recognition suggests that a minor modification of the logo could capitalize on the established equity while overcoming the technical difficulties of reproduction and making it proprietary.  Creating an identity that is consistently applied and accurately reproduced serves to strengthen public perception of the agency and its reliability and level of professionalism.  Further, creating a proprietary logo means that the agency can protect and manage it with greater control and success.   Minor changes to the logo can be accomplished within fiscal year budgets and will ultimately serve to strengthen the agency’s customer communications. 

The MTA has a federal trademark for the current agency logo for clothing only and a California service mark for the current agency logo for transit services.  Washington Metro has the federal trademark for its logo, which looks very similar to the MTA logo, for transit services only.  County Counsel is currently monitoring a recent application submitted by a financial company to use a mark almost identical to the current agency logo and is advising staff on this matter.    

The idea of separate service sectors identities was also studied but was found to be disadvantageous and costly.  MTA customers often take lines which cross sector boundaries and creating separate identities for sectors would confuse rather than assist these customers.  Staff found that the wide range of logos and identities already in use has resulted in a high degree of public confusion and has sought to unify the agency and build recognition of an overall system under one single logo.  Further promotion of subidentities, rather than strengthening one stronger but friendlier single Metro identity, will only exacerbate this confusion and resulting negative image.  Companies such as FedEx, UPS, Target, Volkswagen, etc which operate nationally (or globally) have one consistent look despite the fact that they are operated by local franchises in order to instill customer confidence and assure a high degree of public recognition.   Staff seeks to promote this same high level of consistency and dependability at the MTA.  

NEXT STEPS

Staff will continue to implement refinements to all agency communications in order to improve the consistency, quality and effectiveness of agency communications.  Improved communications and strengthened identity will serve to both increase ridership as well as provide the agency with a stronger position with regard to funding allocations.  Staff will work with County Counsel to ensure that any proposed logo changes will be available for full trademark protection by the MTA while ensuring that the quality and professionalism of the design are not compromised.  

ATTACHMENT(S)
A. PowerPoint presentation 
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