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Exeter Licensed Vehicle Mystery Shopper 
Surveys 
 
 
December 2022 

1.1 Background 

A series of mystery shopper test purchases were commissioned by Exeter City Council, 
in December 2022.  The surveys encompassed hire of Hackney Carriages from ranks 
in Exeter and hire of pre-booked Private Hire Vehicles by mobile app, telephone and at 
booking offices.  Test purchases were undertaken from Thursday the 8th December to 
the early hours of Sunday 11th December 2022. 
 
Details of each test purchase undertaken are presented in tables at the end of this paper.  
An overview of observations is presented in the body of the paper. 
 
In addition to the legitimate hires of private hire vehicles, attempts were made to hire 
private hire vehicles, without pre-booking.  These attempts were made to test the drivers’ 
adherence to the licensing requirements, that all hires of private hire vehicles need to 
be pre-booked. 
 
Licensed vehicle provision in Exeter presents some logistical constraints when 
undertaking test purchases.  A key requirement of undertaking such tests is that drivers 
should not become suspicious that a test purchase campaign is being undertaken.  If 
operatives are seen hiring hackney carriages from the same rank frequently, within a 
short timeframe, then such unusual behaviour may be noticed by drivers.  Similarly, 
frequent hires of private hire vehicles through the same operator may be likely to be 
noticed.  Booking software typically logs phone numbers, dates, times, origins and 
destinations for hires.  When a telephone booking is made, with a private hire operator, 
the software typically presents [to the booking office personnel] previous origins and 
destinations and hire dates, associated with the number used to make the booking.  
Consequently, frequent hires using the same phone number could potentially raise 
suspicions. 
 
Within Exeter, there are typically two taxi ranks operational during the day, on Sidwell 
Street and at St David’s Railway Station.  At night, a third rank on Fore Street becomes 
operational.  In addition, there is a marked taxi rank on Queen Street.  This rank space 
was rarely used and was often full of parked vehicles.  However, hackney carriages did 
also wait on other locations on Queen Street, from time to time. 
 
Two operatives undertook the test purchases.  For much of the time, between hires, the 
operatives were on the lookout for waiting private hire vehicles which could be 
approached, in order to attempt a hire which had not been pre-booked. 
 
1.2 Hackney Carriage test purchases. 

Two surveyors undertook the mystery shopper test purchases.  Test purchases were 
primarily undertaken from taxi ranks in Exeter.  In addition, attempts were made to order 
Hackney Carriages via a mobile app called Ola cabs.  The test purchases were 
undertaken at a variety of times of day, to test service during day time and at night.  As 
mentioned earlier in the report, it is important to avoid alerting the trade that a mystery 
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shopping survey is being undertaken, in order to sample normal levels of service.  If 
drivers on a rank spot the same person or people undertaking multiple trips over a short 
period of time, then they may wonder why.  If the observation is discussed with other 
drivers, they may be alerted to a potential mystery shopper survey.  In order to mitigate 
the risk of surveyors being recognised or remembered, test purchases were spread 
amongst different ranks and spread over time. In addition to the Hackney Carriage test 
purchases, similar test purchases were undertaken using Private Hire Vehicles.  The 
Private Hire Vehicle test purchases were undertaken during periods in between Hackney 
Carriage test purchases, in order to increase the time between Hackney Carriage test 
purchases and hence reduce the risk of discovery.   
 
When test purchases were undertaken the Hackney Carriage vehicle license number 
was recorded and used to check whether the same Hackney Carriage was present at 
the rank for subsequent test purchases.  By avoiding undertaking a test purchase when 
a previously sampled Hackney Carriage was present on the rank, close to the first 
position on the rank, the risk of raising suspicion was mitigated.  On occasions when 
previously surveyed Hackney Carriages were further back on the rank, the risk was 
judged to be low and sample purchases undertaken.  This approach necessitated 
waiting near the ranks, at times, out of sight from the drivers, until previously sampled 
vehicles had moved from the front positions at the ranks.  As the survey progressed and 
the number of samples increased, the chance of encountering previously sampled 
vehicles increased. 
 
The scope of the test purchases also included making attempts to hire private hire 
vehicles without pre-booking, by approaching waiting vehicles.  Much of the time spent 
by operatives was spend walking around potential locations where private hire vehicles 
would typically wait between hires.  Attempts to hire private hire vehicles without pre-
booking were made from time to time as opportunities presented themselves. 
 
At the Sidwell Street rank, passenger queues were commonplace during the period of 
test purchases, as passengers waited for hackney carriages to arrive at the rank..  At 
other times, hackney carriages waited at the rank for passengers to arrive.  Typically, 
when hackney carriages were waiting at the rank, the queue of vehicles would vary from 
one to six vehicles.   
 
At the St David’s Station rank, passenger queues formed from time to time.  At other 
times, queues of up to around eight vehicles would typically form, waiting for passengers 
to arrive.   
 
In the evening and late night periods, the Fore Street rank came into operation.  This 
rank was well used on Thursday, Friday and Saturday nights and had a high turnover of 
vehicles and was used for several test purchases.  At this rank, passenger queueing 
was extensive at times. 
 
A total of 31 Hackney Carriage test purchases were made over the three days.   
 
Test purchases of hackney carriages included short distance journeys.  Several of these 
test purchases incurred and extra 50 pence or £1.00 charge added to the meter.  All of 
the test purchases which incurred these extra charges were undertaken by an operative 
travelling alone.  No reason was offered for the extra charges on these journeys.   
 
One hire undertaken from the St David’s Station rank, was undertaken by a driver who 
asked where other people waiting at the rank were travelling to.  The driver attempted 
to force multiple people to use the same hackney carriage for multiple destinations. 
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Some drivers either didn’t have a driver identification badge on display, or the badge 
couldn’t be read from the rear passenger seats.  One meter was difficult to see as it was 
low down in front of the gear lever.  
 
Some of the Hackney Carriages sampled had a fares table on display.   
1.3 Private Hire Vehicle Shopper Surveys 

A series of Private Hire Vehicle test purchases were undertaken.   
 
Booking attempts were made with a series of Private Hire operators listed online in 
Yellow Pages and Thomson Local web sites.  Several of the operators listed in the online 
directories were no longer in operation.  Almost all of those which were in operation, 
didn’t have any vehicles available for immediate hire, when contacted, during the periods 
when test purchasing was undertaken.  It is possible that the journeys which were 
attempted were too short to tempt the private hire operators contacted, resulting in the 
response that there were no vehicles available.   
 
The liveries on display on private hire vehicles seen passing on the streets in Exeter, 
were dominated by Apple Taxis Exeter.  Occasionally, one of the private hire vehicles 
from other operators were seen in Exeter.  However, it was clear that the private hire 
market in Exeter was dominated by Apple Taxis.  Apple taxis had two booking offices in 
operation in Exeter.  One at St David’s Station and one on South Street.  Both booking 
offices were used to undertake hires of private hire vehicles. 
 
In addition to booking attempts made by telephone, web site and app bookings were 
also attempted.  Ola and Uber have mobile apps which offer the opportunity to book 
licensed vehicles in Exeter.  On several occasions, attempts were made to book licensed 
vehicles using these apps.   
 
The Ola app offers the opportunity to choose either a private hire vehicle or a hackney 
carriage.  The estimated fare for each option is presented as a range with upper and 
lower estimates provided.  
 
During previous test purchase campaigns undertaken in Exeter, both the Ola and Uber 
apps would typically display the locations of several vehicles which were logged in to 
the systems.  During the December 2022 test purchases, neither app displayed vehicles 
logged into the system.  The Uber app offered estimated fares for use of a “Local Cab”.  
In such circumstances, Uber offers the proposed journey to local private hire operators, 
rather than to vehicles logged into the Uber system.  The fare estimate for a Local Cab 
was typically several times the expected level for a directly booked fare with a local 
private hire operator.   
 
Attempts were made to book hires on both the Ola and Uber apps.  Neither app was 
able to provide any vehicles to undertake any hires.  Ola was tried for both private hire 
vehicles and for hackney carriage vehicles.  Neither type of licensed vehicle offered any 
availability.   
 
1.4 Hire of Private Hire Vehicles without pre-booking 

A significant component of the test purchase campaign was to test whether private hire 
drivers were willing to undertake a hire without that hire having been pre-booked through 
the booking office.  Such hires are not allowed for this type of licensed vehicle.  Normally, 
such hires are undertaken by a passenger approaching a waiting private hire vehicle or 
flagging down a passing vehicle and hiring the vehicle directly through a conversation 
with the driver.   
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Attempts to hire a waiting private hire vehicle, without pre-booking were made, when 
opportunity arose, throughout the survey.  At times, locations where private hire vehicles 
may be seen waiting, were visited for the specific purpose of attempting a hire, without 
pre-booking.   
 
Several waiting vehicles were approached and attempts made to hire the vehicles.  One 
private hire vehicle accepted a hire without pre-booking.  All the other private hire 
vehicles approached refused the hire attempts. 
 
Details of which vehicles had been approached and the results of these approaches are 
reported in detail under separate cover. 
 
1.5 Availability Narrative 

A narrative overview of the test purchases is provided below. 
 
Thursday 8th December 2022   
 
Commence test purchases at 13:40 
 
Survey work commenced with the operatives walking around the locations where it was 
felt that private hire vehicles were most likely to be found waiting between hires.  This 
included along Queen Street, Bailey Street, Paris Street, South Street and St David’s 
Station.  This initial patrol was used for orientation and review of availability of both 
private hire vehicles and hackney carriages at the ranks. 
 
The Apple taxis app was used to display available hackney carriages.  Between 14:00 
and 17:00 there were generally between 2 and 6 vehicles showing on the app.  Mostly, 
these vehicles were located in non-central locations.   
 
No private hire vehicles were spotted waiting at any of the locations visited.   
 
Passenger queues were present at both the Sidwell Street and St David’s Station ranks.  
At Sidwell Street, based on the observed arrival rate of hackney carriages to the rank, 
the wait times were in excess of 30 minutes on two occasions that the rank was visited. 
 
At the St David’s Station rank, there were more hackney carriages visiting the rank, 
however, passenger demand was high and passenger queue wait times were estimated 
to be in excess of 30 minutes.  At the Apple Taxis office at St David’s Station, at 15:10, 
there was a queue of 15 people outside the office, plus additional people waiting in the 
waiting room. 
 
With little opportunity to hire a private hire vehicle without pre-booking and lengthy wait 
times for hackney carriages, operatives ceased attempts to hire licensed vehicles at 
17:00, in order to try again later. 
 
At 19:30, observation and hire attempts recommenced.  There were few licensed 
vehicles observed along Queen Street, either on journeys or waiting.   
 
From 19:50 to 20:50 the Uber and Ola apps were also used to attempt to hire licensed 
vehicles.  On repeated attempts, the Ola app timed out after five minutes of seeking a 
driver to accept a hire.  Both private hire and hackney carriage hires were tried using the 
Ola app.  None were accepted by drivers.  The Uber app was used to attempt hires from 
Paul Street to St David’s Station, a journey which would normally cost less than £10 if 
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pre-booked though a booking office.  For some hire attempts, Uber estimated the cost 
for a local cab as from £22.30 to £23.30.  On some occasions, the Uber app offered to 
attempt to secure a booking with a local cab, without any price estimate.  No attempts 
at Uber hires were successful. 
 
From 20:30, there was increased presence of private hire vehicles, some of which were 
spotted waiting.  Some private hire vehicles were approached, but they all refused the 
attempted hire. 
 
There were hackney carriages present at the ranks from 21:00 and increased availability 
of private hire vehicles.  Some hackney carriage and pre-booked private hire trips were 
undertaken from 21:00 to 23:00.  At this time of night, only Apple Taxis had any 
availability for immediate hire. 
 
Late night rank hires were undertaken to either suburban locations or hotels.  The 
probability of obtaining a return hire back to the city centre from suburban locations was 
low.  Therefore, hires were undertaken by one of the operatives, who was then picked 
up by the other operative, by car and returned to the city centre for subsequent hires. 
 
By 23:00, it was becoming difficult to hire hackney carriages which had not already been 
hired, or which were not present when another hackney carriage had been hired recently 
from the same rank.  Therefore, in order to reduce the risk of detection, hires of hackney 
carriages were discontinued. 
 
From 23:00, further observations were undertaken at potential locations where private 
hires may be approached for hire without pre-booking.  However, the vehicles seen did 
not dwell after dropping off passengers and didn’t wait long before picking up 
passengers who appeared to have pre-booked hires. 
 
Virtually all private hire pickups observed at this time were by Apple Taxi liveried 
vehicles.  Observations ceased at 00:30. 
 
Friday 9th December 2022 
 
At 12:00 operatives walked to the most likely locations where private hire vehicles would 
be expected to wait between bookings.   
 
From 12:50, test purchases were undertaken by hackney carriages and private hire.  As 
the afternoon progressed, the queues of passengers at both Sidwell St and St David’s 
Station ranks grew steadily.  Hackney carriages rarely had to wait at the ranks for 
passengers.  In order to undertake hackney carriage test purchases, the passenger 
queues had to be joined.  This required care to be taken that if a hackney carriage which 
had previously been sampled, was boarded, an appropriate destination was given, 
which didn’t contradict or repeat an earlier destination using the same hackney carriage.  
By 16:40, more than 50% of the hackney carriages visiting the ranks had been sampled, 
so staff took a break, before resuming purchases later. 
 
At 19:50, test purchases resumed with a tour around potential locations for hiring a 
private hire vehicles without pre-booking.  At 20:20 the Apple Taxis app was showing no 
vehicles available.  The Ola and Uber apps were tried for availability and neither could 
fulfil any hires. 
 
Test purchases of hackney carriages were undertaken, the availability at both the St 
David’s Station rank and the Sidwell Street rank was limited and operatives had to join 
passenger queues and wait for hackney carriages to arrive at the ranks. 
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Between hackney carriage hires, in order to avoid spending too much time waiting 
around taxi ranks, locations were checked for the availability of waiting private hire 
vehicles.  
 
At 21:17 a private hire vehicle waiting on Queen Street, outside Café Nero was 
approached and asked to take the operative to the Premier Inn hotel near St David’s 
Station.  The driver accepted the hire.    
 
By 21:30, the availability of hackney carriages at the ranks had increased.  Further test 
purchases and approaches to waiting private hire vehicles were undertaken until 22:50.  
At 22:50 the operatives took a break. 
 
At 23:40, work resumed with a tour of potential locations to hire private hire vehicles 
without pre-booking.   
 
At 00:40 it was decided to undertake a series of short distance hires from ranks, with 
one operative using a car to return the second operative to the ranks.  The number of 
hackney carriages which were available at the ranks was limited and extended periods 
were spent waiting near the Sidwell Street rank until recently sampled hackney carriages 
had left the rank.  By 02:40, more than 50% of hackney carriages visiting the Sidwell 
Street rank had previously been sampled.  With one more day of test purchasing to be 
undertaken, it was felt that the risk of discovery and hence jeopardising future test 
purchases was high.  Test purchases ceased at 02:40. 
 
Saturday 10th December 2022 
 
Test purchases commenced at 12:30 with visits to potential locations where private hire 
vehicles may be waiting.  From 13:20, test purchases were undertaken from the Sidwell 
Street rank to Topsham at the edge of the Exeter City Council administrative area.  
Owing to difficulty arranging a pre-booked return trip, the second operative drove to the 
destination to pick up the operative who undertook the hire. 
 
From 15:50 to 16:20 short distance test purchases were undertaken.  From 16:20 the 
operatives took a break. 
 
At 19:00 test purchases resumed.  Short distance test purchases and attempts to hire 
private hire vehicles without pre-booking were undertaken until 22:30.    
 
From 22:30 a car was used to visit locations where private hire vehicles may be waiting.  
Locations visited included the Quay.  There were few private hire vehicles in any of the 
locations.  One private hire vehicle was seen waiting at The Quay.  When an operative 
walked towards the waiting vehicle (having got out of the car out of sight of the private 
hire vehicle), the vehicle left before the operative reached it. 
 
One short distance test purchase from the St David’s Station rank was undertaken 
shortly after midnight.  The operative waited in the passenger queue and in turn, boarded 
a hackney carriage which arrived at the rank.  The driver of the hackney carriage was 
told that the operative wanted to go to the Hotel Du Vin.  The driver accepted this and 
then asked the operative “where are these guys going?” referring to two more people 
who had joined the passenger queue.  The operative explained that he didn’t know as 
these people were not with him.  The driver opened the window and asked the waiting 
passengers where they were going.  When told the destination, the driver offered to take 
these additional two passengers as well and drop off the operative en-route.  The 
operative declined, as he didn’t know the people waiting.  The operative got out of the 
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hackney carriage and let the waiting two people take the hackney carriage.  The 
operative took the next arriving hackney carriage from the St David’s Station rank to the 
Hotel Du Vin.  The driver of that hackney carriage undertook the hire with no issues. 
 
The ranks at Fore Street and Sidwell Street were visited.  However, passenger queues 
had grown significantly at both ranks.  Observations at the ranks indicated that the 
majority of hackney carriages visiting both ranks had previously been sampled.  
Estimates of passenger waiting time in the queues exceeded 50 minutes, based on the 
number of people waiting and the arrival frequency of hackney carriages.  Rather than 
wait in the passenger queues, further visits to potential private hire waiting locations 
were undertaken.  However, no waiting private hire vehicles were observed.  At 01:30 
the test purchase operation was concluded. 
 
1.6 General observations 

Vector Transport Consultancy have undertaken several test purchase campaigns in 
Exeter.  Compared with previous surveys, the choice of private hire operators appears 
to be significantly reduced in 2022.  In the past, Apple Taxis were a dominant company, 
with some other operators running smaller fleets in competition.  The dominance of 
Apple Taxis appears to have increased in 2022.  The general level of availability for 
immediate hire offered by Apple appeared to be very good.  However, the scope for 
undertaking private hire test purchases, without becoming noticed by drivers was limited 
by the dominance of this single provider. 
 
The level of hackney carriage availability at the ranks appeared to be lower during the 
2022 test purchase campaign than during previous test purchase campaigns.  
Passenger queueing at the taxi ranks was more commonplace during the 2022 test 
purchase campaign, than during previous years. 
 
During previous test purchase campaigns, the availability of licensed vehicles which 
could be booked by mobile app was relatively high.  These included Ola, Uber and other 
apps associated with local operators.  During the 2022 test purchase campaign, only the 
Apple Taxis app appeared to be effectively operational.   
 
Both Uber and Ola charge drivers a fee for each hire booked through the app.  Use of 
the apps by drivers may be worthwhile if the drivers have high wait times between 
bookings.  However, if drivers generally have a short wait time between hires, they may 
not need to accept bookings through these apps and hence can avoid paying additional 
fees associated with using the apps to obtain bookings. 


	1.1	Background
	1.2	Hackney Carriage test purchases.
	1.3	Private Hire Vehicle Shopper Surveys
	1.4	Hire of Private Hire Vehicles without pre-booking
	1.5	Availability Narrative
	1.6	General observations

