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All change please 
Ahead of The RedCabin Railway Interior Innovation Summit taking place 9 - 10 November 
Monica Wick takes a look at the future of rail interiors post-pandemic

Change is coming
Prior to the pandemic, rail passenger numbers 
had been steadily increasing year-on-year 
for almost a decade. But despite coronavirus 
restrictions easing across the UK and Europe, 
passenger numbers remain at approximately 55 
percent of pre-Covid levels. 

Rail travel is the most environmentally friendly 
mode of public transport, with greenhouse 
emissions per kilometre estimated to be 80 
percent less than cars. To reduce emissions, 
France has also announced a ban on short-haul 
domestic flights (under two and a half hours) 
with people encouraged to make their journey 
by train – an approach more European countries 
are considering.

Rail travel offers a great sense of adventure 
and has traditionally provided passengers with a 
more social and relaxing experience than other 
forms of transport. However, unlike other modes 
of transport, rail interiors have remained largely 
stagnant in recent decades – while aircraft cabins, 
for example, have moved on considerably in 
terms of design, materials, and technology. 

With some passengers still anxious about 
stepping back onboard the rail network, 
reimagining the passenger experience could give 
people a new reason to choose to travel by train.

Innovation has arrived
The interiors of trains and aeroplanes share 
similarities in terms of design challenges. Seats need 
to be laid out in an effective way to balance ticket 
revenue with passenger comfort, surfaces need 
to be hygienic and easy-to-clean, and lighting and 
connectivity need to add to the cabin ambience.

Post-pandemic, there is now a much greater 
demand from travellers for a ‘home-like’ 
atmosphere onboard trains, which is manifesting 
itself in a desire for increased privacy through 
curved seat shrouds or headrests; greater use 
of textiles in the seat environment for enhanced 
comfort; and a more efficient use of space to 

enable passengers to micro-nest and connect 
personal devices to the onboard Wi-Fi.

The new Intercity Day Train interior from ÖBB 
Austrian Federal Railways – created in partnership 
with Siemens and PriestmanGoode – is a great 
example of how the next-generation of rail 
interiors could look. With multi-use areas and 
dedicated ‘family zones’, fixed headrests which 
wrap around passengers, creative under-seat 
stowage, and in-seat power and connectivity, it 
not only enhances individual privacy but gives the 
operator an offer which stands out – helping to 
drive revenue.

As we move into the post-covid era, flexibility 
will be key for rail operators who may want to 
transform rolling stock interiors depending on 
routes and passenger numbers. We have already 
seen several interesting concepts unveiled with 
the aim of overcoming this challenge.

First, the “IdeasTrain” from Deutsche Bahn uses 
‘multi-flex’ seating that enables the cabin layout to 
be repositioned at the touch of a button, creating 
spaces and convenient resting areas for people 
standing. This generates additional space for 
commuters while offering different seating options 
during off-peak periods. Designed primarily for 
inner-city use, the interior also offers multi-
purpose zones that include dedicated partitioned 

areas with in-built displays for working or taking 
video calls on the move.

In a similar vein, a new concept from 
Seymourpowell and Angel Trains envisages rolling 
stock that can be transformed from business to 
leisure modes. It features folding seats which can 
be repositioned during off-peak times to provide 
increased space, under-seat storage, touchless 
doors, “perch” seats for working on the move, 
and multipurpose zones for leisure travellers – 
and even offers the potential to transform seats 
into beds. As uncertainty around passenger 
numbers lingers, and operators under intense 
revenue pressure, this type of flexibility could be 
crucial in creating a bright future for rail travel. 

Clean machine
While concepts like these offer real hope of an 
innovative future, in the short term, the critical 
priority is ensuring rolling stock interiors meet 
increased demands from passengers around 
hygiene and cleanliness. While stringent cabin 
cleaning and disinfection routines are already in 
place, there is a growing desire to increase the 
use of antimicrobial and antiviral materials and 
coatings in the carriage – especially for high-
touch points like tables, seat backs, handrails, 
and sidewalls. 

Companies like Sekisui Kydex are actively 
working with designers and operators to create 
bespoke thermoplastics, which not only provide 
enhanced hygiene benefits but produce eye-
catching designs and patterns as part of the creative 
colour, material, and finish (CMF) of rolling stock.

Longer term, there is a growing design trend 
to use more natural and sustainable materials to 
create larger, flat surfaces which not only reduce 
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split-lines and dirt traps, but also make them easier 
and quicker to clean. 

The introduction of touchless technologies, 
like facial recognition for contactless boarding and 
automatic flush and faucets in lavatories, are also 
supporting the rail industry in becoming an even 
more hygienic and clean way to travel.

Awaking adventure
2021 is the European Year of Rail and with 
COP26 on the horizon, many governments 
are looking to investments in rail as a way of 
encouraging sustainable travel. To use France as 
an example again, the government will invest €75 
billion in the rail sector by 2030 - €100 million of 
which will be spent on upgrading night trains.

Austria’s ÖBB night train interior – with its 
sleeping compartments for couples that feature 
a bed that converts into a seating area as well as 
an en-suite shower – is leading the way, offering 
passengers an affordable, comfortable, and 
sustainable way to travel. 

But they are not the only ones. New French 
company, Midnight Trains, is developing a super-
luxurious sleeper train covering routes from Paris 
to other major European cities. The cabin is 
more akin to a high-end boutique hotel with its 
large beds and onboard restaurant and bar. The 
concept is very striking so it will be interesting to 
see whether this kickstarts a new design trend 
when it launches in 2024.

Platform for a brighter future
What is clear, however, is that during the 
last 18-months a raft of new innovations and 
concepts have been developed in response to 
the pandemic and things are changing quickly. 

The willingness of all parts of the industry to 
work together to bring about change has been a 
positive outcome of the pandemic. If we can keep 
this collaborative mindset alive and harness it to its 
full potential – putting aside competitive advantage 
at times – we can enhance rail travel for all. 

But to make these ideas a reality, there needs 
to be an increased focus on collaboration right 
across the supply chain – and at an earlier stage. By 
bringing designers, operators, and manufacturers 
together from the outset to share knowledge and 
experiences, we can create the next-generation 
of innovations much more effectively – and work 
together to give passengers a new reason to fall in 
love with rail travel all over again.

As passenger habits continue to evolve, that 
is the challenge facing the industry. And we must 
embrace it. |

About RedCabin 
Founded in 2017, RedCabin is home to the global 
travel summit series, #RedCabinLIVE, which is 
focused on using collaboration and interactivity 
to develop new products, partnerships and 
processes which tackle the biggest challenges in 
transport and improve the passenger experience.

Attended by senior executives from the 
world’s major rail, aviation, and automotive 
organisations – including design houses, operators 
and manufacturers – RedCabin is the birthplace 
of many innovative projects and ideas which are 
reshaping how we travel. 

The RedCabin Railway Interior Innovation 
Summit takes place 9 – 10 November 2021 in 
Berlin, Germany. You can find out more here: 
https://railway-interior-innovation.redcabin.de/ 
Monica Wick is CEO and founder at RedCabin
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