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1 Introduction  

Transport North East (TNE) conducted an engagement campaign in summer 2021 

entitled ‘The Big Bus Conversation’ which sought the public’s view on bus services in 

the region (covering County Durham, Northumberland and Tyne & Wear). The 

engagement ran from 29th July to 10th September and a total of 2,143 responses 

were received. 

The responses were analysed and helped to inform the North East Bus Service 

Improvement Plan (BSIP) – an ambitious funding bid to Government which was 

published in October 2021 and was successful in receiving £163.5m indicative 

funding.  

This report provides a summary of some of the responses provided by local people 

during The Big Bus Conversation. 

2 Key findings 

The headline figures from the analysis of the engagement survey responses are 

summarised below, with more detail provided later in the report. 

• Walking is the most common form of transport used daily, with 60% of 

respondents walking daily. 87% of people who responded to the survey walk 

at least once a week. 

• Amongst respondents, bus is the most commonly used form of transport for 

journeys into town, commuting, education and shopping. 

• When asked to prioritise a list of 10 suggested solutions for the bus, ‘Faster 

and more reliable journey times’ was ranked as the most important by 

participants. 

• The most commonly suggested additional solutions to encourage more 

frequent use of the bus related to greater network coverage, and additional 

services on bank holidays and Sundays.  

• The two biggest barriers to travelling by bus more often identified by those 

who use a car regularly were cost and reliability. In contrast, there was 

relatively strong agreement that information about buses was accessible and 

clear. 
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3 Online survey 

Engagement responses were collected through an online survey on the Transport 
North East website, with respondents invited to answer questions relating to their 
travel behaviour, perception of buses, desired improvements to bus travel and 
personal characteristics. The survey questions are detailed in the table below. 
 

Question Response type and options 

1. Are you responding as an 
individual or on behalf of 
an organisation? 

a. Individual 
b. Organisation 

2. How often do you use 
each type of transport?  
a. Walk 
b. Cycle 
c. Bus 
d. Metro 
e. Train 
f. Shields ferry 
g. Car as a driver 
h. Car as a passenger 
i. Taxi 

Select one of the following for each mode: 
a. Daily 
b. A few times a week 
c. At least once a week 
d. Occasionally 
e. Never 

3. What do you use each 
type of transport for? 

The activities presented were: 
a. Local shopping & appointments 
b. Going to town / city centre 
c. Work, education 
d. Shopping & window shopping 
e. Days out/ visiting friends and family etc 
f. Nights out 
g. None 

Multiple activities could be selected for each type 
of transport. 

4. What three words spring to 
mind when you think about 
buses? 

Open question with free text. 

5. We have worked up ten 
solutions to make buses 
better. For every £10 we 
spend on improving buses, 
what would you want us to 
put the money into? 
Please allocate the £10 as 
you see fit. 

The ten solutions were as follows: 
a. Enhanced network that is simple and easy to 

understand  
b. Faster and more reliable journey times 
c. Simple and flexible fares system  
d. Better integration between modes  
e. More early morning and evening solutions  
f. Clear and consistent information that is easy 

to access  
g. Improved safety and security 
h. Cleaner and greener vehicles  
i. Improved connectivity beyond our boundaries  
j. A first class customer experience 
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6. Are there any solutions 
you would have liked to 
see which are missing? If 
so, what are they? 

Open question with free text 

7. If you use a car or get lifts, 
what stops you using the 
bus more often? 

Select how far you agree or disagree with the 
following statements on a scale of 1-7 (1 being 
Strongly disagree and 7 Agree strongly): 
a. I don’t know where buses go 
b. Buses are too slow 
c. I don’t trust the buses to turn up on time 
d. Bus fares are too confusing 
e. Parking is easy and cheap 
f. Buses don’t run on the days/times I want 
g. I don’t know where to get information about 

buses 
h. I’ve seen bus information but it’s confusing 
i. I wouldn’t feel safe on the bus 
j. I wouldn’t feel safe walking and waiting for 

buses 
k. Buses are dirty /uncomfortable 
l. Buses don’t go where I want to go 

8. What would it take for you 
to swap from the car to the 
bus for some journeys? 

Open question with free text. 

9. Which age range 
describes you? 

Select from the following options: 
a. Under 16 
b. 16-18 
c. 19-24 
d. 25-34 
e. 35-44 
f. 45-54 
g. 55-64 
h. 65-74 
i. 75 and over 
j. Prefer not to say 

10. What is your ethnic group? Select from the following options: 
a. White 
b. Asian or Asian British 
c. Black, African, Caribbean or Black British 
d. Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 
e. Other ethnic group 
f. Prefer not to say 

11. What is your sex? Select from the following options: 
a. Male 
b. Female 
c. Nonbinary 
d. Prefer not to say 
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12. What is your employment 
status? 

Select from the following options: 
a. Employed full time  
b. Employed part time  
c. Self employed  
d. Retired  
e. Volunteer/Carer  
f. Student/apprentice  
g. Unemployed and looking for a job  
h. Unemployed but not looking for a job  
i. Unemployed on medical grounds  
j. Prefer not to say  
k. Other (please specify) 

13. Do you have a health 
problem which limits your 
daily activities? 

Select from the following options: 
a. Difficulty walking  
b. Difficulty standing for any length of time  
c. Sensory extra needs  
d. Mental extra needs  
e. No problems  
f. Prefer not to say  
g. Other (please specify) 
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4 Detailed survey results 

4.1 How often do you use each type of transport? 
 
The proportional breakdown of responses for each travel mode are presented in the 
figure below.  
 

 

 

Walking is the most common form of transport used daily, with 60% of respondents 

walking daily. 87% of people who responded to the survey walk at least once a 

week.  

Excluding walking, bus is most popular the form of transport used among survey 

respondents, with 63% using bus at least once a week, compared to 52% car as a 

driver and 41% car as a passenger. This is to be expected given the topic of the 

survey and does not necessarily reflect the modal share of buses in the North East, 

which was 6.4% of all journeys in 20201. It should be noted that the Metro does not 

currently extend beyond Tyne and Wear. 

Among those respondents who identify as car drivers, 50% walk daily and 81% walk 

at least once a week, whilst 45% of car drivers who responded use the bus at least 

once a week. 

  

 
1 National Travel Survey, Department for Transport 
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4.2 What do you use each type of transport for? 

The mode share for each activity is presented in the figure below. Note that 
participants could select more than one transport mode for each journey and 
therefore the totals do not sum to 100%. 
 
The top modes of transport for each activity type are: 
 

Activity Most commonly used 
mode of transport 

Local shopping and appointments Walk (78%) 

Going to town/city centre Bus (71%) 

Work, education Bus (40%) 

Shopping and window shopping  Bus (39%) 

Days out/visiting friends and family Car as a passenger (60%) 

Nights out  Taxi (44%) 

 
For local shopping and appointments, bus was the second most frequently used 
form of transport (41.98%) behind walking (77.71%) but just above car as driver 
(41.07%). And for days out/visiting friends and family, bus was third behind car as a 
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passenger (60%) and train (52%). Days out/visiting friends and family was the most 
varied in terms of transport used, with four transport methods being used by over 
45% of people. 
 
4.3 What three words spring to mind when 

you think about buses? 
 
Respondents were asked to enter three words 
into unrestricted text fields. We took these 
words, performed some basic data cleansing 
processes, such as spell checking and word 
stemming and summarised by individual word. 
 
Of the top 10 most frequently used words, 
seven are negative, illustrating the need to 
improve the perception of buses. For instance, 
Unreliable occurred four times more 
frequently than Reliable. Convenient is the 
most commonly occurring positive word.  
 
4.4 How much money would you allocated to each scheme out of £10? 
 
In this question, respondents were asked to allocate an imaginary £10 against issues 
that mattered most to them. Respondents were asked to allocate all of the £10 value 
in response to this question. The average monetary allocation across the ten 
solutions is shown in the figure below. 

 
Faster and more reliable journey times received the highest allocation, receiving on 
average almost £1 more than the next largest allocation. A simple to understand 
enhanced network was second, closely followed by a simple and flexible fares 
system.  
 
Overall there was just over a £2 spread in allocations from the smallest to the largest 
allocation.  

Word Frequency 

Expensive  449 

Unreliable  309 

Late  213 

Slow  165 

Convenient  145 

Dirty  134 

Infrequent  114 

Clean   90 

Reliable   76 

Inconvenient   72 
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4.5 Are there any solutions you would have liked to see which are missing? If so, 
what are they? 

 
Respondents were given an open text field to describe the other improvements to 
bus service provision that they would like to see. The answers were sorted and 
included: 
 

• Introducing additional services was a common theme, with requests for more 
buses in rural areas, on bank holidays and Sundays as well as greater 
network coverage, more direct routes and more frequent services.  

• Respondents also wanted current provision to be better, including improved 
onboard facilities, greater integration between operators and different forms of 
transport, in terms of connection opportunities, ticketing and cycle provision.  

• Cheaper fares so that bus travel is more affordable was a frequent suggestion 
to provide an incentive for people to make the switch to a bus journey. 

• Making services accessible was also important for several respondents, 
making services physically accessible, building in provisions as standard for 
people with visual, auditory or mobility needs to access services.  

• Answers also highlighted the need to not just rely on apps, which can exclude 
those with no access to smart phones.   

 
Quotes: 
“Buses need to be cheaper, bus routes need to be more clear and buses need to be 
greener and cleaner” 
 
“I work very early in the morning and there is no service available. I would not need a 
car if the service was better.” 
 
4.6 If you use a car or get lifts, what stops you using the bus more often? 
 
Only those who indicated that they were regular car users were invited to respond to 
this question, which comprised 67% of respondents. 
 
Respondents were asked to indicate how much they agreed with a number of 
barriers to bus use on a scale of 1 to 7, with 1 being Strongly Disagree and 7 being 
Strongly Agree. The average score for each barrier is presented in the table below 
and they are listed in order of agreement to illustrate which are the main barriers 
faced by respondents. 
 

Barrier Average score 

Bus fares are too high 5.12 

I don't trust the bus to turn up on time 5.01 

Buses don't go where I want to go 4.80 

Buses are too slow 4.63 

Buses don't run on the days/times I want 4.58 

Bus fares are too confusing 3.65 
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Buses are dirty/ uncomfortable 3.62 

Parking is easy and cheap 3.30 

I wouldn't feel safe walking and waiting for buses 2.85 

I wouldn't feel safe on the bus 2.69 

I don't know where buses go 2.55 

I've seen bus information but it's confusing 2.45 

I don't know where to get information about buses 2.45 

 
4.7 What would it take for you to swap from the car to the bus for some journeys? 
 
Only those who indicated that they were regular car users were invited to respond to 
this question, which comprised 67% of respondents of that question. 
 
The most common response was additional services with comments mentioning 
direct services, morning and evening services to help shift workers journeys onto the 
bus and more frequent services.  
 
Relatedly, greater network coverage was referenced by a relatively large number of 
participants including bus routes linking villages, not just into city centres.  
 
Other factors that were identified by respondents included better integration of 
timetables, improved reliability and reducing the cost of buses for family travel and 
relative to car parking charges.  
 
Quotes: 
“Reliable rural transportation is a real issue and has been reduced and underfunded 
for many years” 
 
“Better integration between bus and metro, longer routes to connect other areas of 
different boundaries, extend routes beyond city centres.” 
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4.8 Demographics of respondents 
 
Age 

 
Sex 

 
 

Ethnicity 
 

 

5.5%

92%

Black, African, Caribbean or
Black British (0.1%)

Asian or Asian British (0.5%)

Mixed or Multiple ethnic
groups (0.9%)

Other ethnic group (1%)

Prefer not to say (5.5%)

White (92%)
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Employment status 

 
 
 

Health problems that limit daily activities 

 
 

Of those who stated that they have health problems, the breakdown of the issues 
selected is provided below. 
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5 Big Bus Conversation Comment Cards 

 

In addition to the survey, the public could complete comment cards at several in-
person events and 192 cards were received. The comments were analysed, and 
common themes identified. These include: 
 

• Connectivity and enhanced service provision – greater number of buses, 
network coverage, more varied routes and more direct routes.  

• Onboard facilities – requests for wifi, bike racks, Real Time Information, more 
comfortable interiors, more audio-equipped buses and increased cleaning.  

• Tickets – cheaper fares, fare caps and integrated ticketing. 

• Accessibility – more room for wheelchair users and to allow mobility scooters. 

• Improved non-digital information. 

• Increasing the number of electric buses. 
 
Quotes: 
“more frequent service from the main stops in villages, hate having to transfer all the 
time and using the buses were late as an excuse for being late to work!” 
 
“need RTI on street bus stops not everyone has internet, problems in winter with 
reliability” 
 
6 Conclusion 

The feedback collected through the Big Bus Conversation provided vital evidence for 
informing and shaping the development of the BSIP. The responses were used to 
understand the multiplicity of barriers faced by local people to using the bus and to 
identify solutions that could be delivered with the funding received. 
 
To find out more about the North East BSIP and how the funding is being used, visit 
the Transport North East website. If you would like to get in touch with any questions 
you can send an email to info@transportnortheast.gov.uk or complete the online 
‘Contact us’ form on our website. 

mailto:info@transportnortheast.gov.uk

