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Arriving at JFK Airport in NYC over break, I took the AirTrain to the Jamaica Station on the J/Z subway line.  I realized that, despite having taken the subway hundreds of times, I had never had cause to navigate the turnstiles with luggage—what was the proper protocol?  I observed others and concluded that the system was not well designed, and no common protocol appeared to exist.
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The Situation

Travelers, many riding a New York subway for the first time and many with luggage, arrive on the AirTrain at Jamaica Station to take the J/Z into Brooklyn and Manhattan.  Travelers exit the AirTrain through turnstiles; swiping a MetroCard at a turnstile retracts the turnstile’s “wings,” allowing luggage to be carried, dragged, or rolled through.  The design of the subway entrance must allow the city to collect fare from travelers’ MetroCards and must allow passage with luggage.
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The Design
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· A set of turnstiles, each unlocked by its own MetroCard scanner.
· A Metro employee seated in a booth.

· A door labeled “Service Entrance.”

· An unlabeled intercom next to the door, presumably to the employee.

Observed Navigation Options
· Enter through turnstile, carrying luggage through turnstile arms.
· Enter through turnstile while lifting luggage over turnstile arms.

· Drop/throw luggage over turnstile, then pass through unencumbered.

· Wave MetroCard emphatically at employee, pass through Service Entrance, leave luggage on other side, return through Service Entrance, scan MetroCard and pass through turnstile unencumbered.

· Talk to employee, then scan Metrocard at turnstile, rotate turnstile without going through, back out of turnstile, and pass through Service Entrance.

Problems with Design

· Easy luggage navigation through AirTrain turnstiles creates false conceptual model.

· MetroCard scanner beeps the same for correct/incorrect scans, giving useless feedback and slowing down transit.
· No visual clues as to proper navigation with luggage.

· Turnstile arms tend to catch on luggage.

· Lifting luggage over turnstile requires a degree of fitness.

· “Service Entrance” sign implies entrance is NOT for travelers.

· No visual clues as to intended purpose of intercom.

· Service Entrances tend to be unlocked, increasing fare jumping.

· Employee often busy, so interactions can take awhile.

Motivations for Design

I suspect that the primary reason for the flaws is that passengers with bulky luggage were not considered as an important use-case in the initial design.  The vast majority of passengers can and do pass easily through the turnstiles unencumbered.  The arm-style turnstiles seem straightforward and are likely more robust than the luggage-friendly retracting-wing turnstiles at the AirTrain.  The subway turnstiles predate the AirTrain, so the false precedent is an unintended consequence of the AirTrain design, not the subway design.
I believe that the Service Entrance was designed primarily for workers servicing the subway.  I believe that the designers intended for it to be unlocked only for use; now, it is left unlocked as a convenience to the employee in the booth.  However, the potential for fare jumping likely requires the employee to monitor use of the door anyway.
The lack of useful signage may be partially attributable to the fact that signs in the subway rarely remain defaced.
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