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Survey by Bus Users: Getting back on the bus June 2020 

Introduction 

The Covid-19 crisis has had a profound impact on passenger transport across the UK.  

Bus operators in particular have had to respond quickly to the ever-changing environment in order 

to run essential services as safely as possible. As we slowly emerge from lockdown, however, it has 

become clear that some passengers have concerns about returning to public transport. 

These concerns are the result of a combination of factors: 

 Mis-information about the threat of Covid-19 on public transport 

 Government advice to avoid using public transport  

 A lack of guidance on mandatory face coverings on public transport in England and Scotland  

As a result, it is estimated that bus passenger numbers have fallen by 90%. 

Bus services are vital to the UK’s social and economic recovery but without passengers, services will 

struggle to return to pre-pandemic levels and many could be lost forever. 

To encourage people to get back on board, we ran a Twitter poll from 15-19 June. The aim was to 

better understand the extent and nature of concerns around bus travel, and to address these 

concerns so people can once again feel confident about using the bus. 

The survey 

Our first question was timed to coincide with the introduction of mandatory face coverings on public 

transport in England on Monday 15 June. 

Question 1 

Are you able to wear a face covering? 

Responses % 
No – I’m medically exempt    10 
No – I don’t have one    17 
Yes   73 
Total number of responses 289 

 

In total, 73% of respondents said they would be wearing a face covering 

Despite the rule change coming into effect on 15 June, it remains unclear how people will 

demonstrate medical exemptions and how the rule change will be enforced. 
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Many operators have taken steps to introduce exemption cards so passengers can feel confident 

travelling even though their exemption may not be obvious. 

Many other operators have instructed their staff and drivers to automatically accept a passenger’s 

claim that they are exempt without challenging them or preventing them from travelling. 

However, not all passengers are aware of these measures and not all operators have introduced 

these measures nor communicated them to the public. 

To add to the confusion, some messaging has made it clear that anyone not wearing a face covering 

will be refused travel, without reference to exemptions. 

We have been contacted by a number of people concerned that other passengers may challenge 

them for not wearing a face covering. Some have said they will not travel by bus as a result. 

Question 2 

Are you are of the safety measures put in place by operators? 

Responses % 
Yes   84 
No   16 
Total number of responses 283 

  
Over 80% of people were aware of what operators are doing to ensure safe travel 

Many operators have gone to great lengths to make buses clean and safe, and communicated these 

efforts as widely as possible to passengers. 

Many have increased their deep clean regimes to daily and ensured buses were wiped down 

regularly throughout the day.  

Many operators have introduced screens between drivers and passengers, and asked that 

passengers pay the exact fare or use contactless payment methods to reduce human contact. 

Hand sanitisers have been installed on many buses and seats have been sectioned off to enforce the 

two-metre distancing rule. 

Alongside these efforts is growing evidence that public transport has not been the ‘super-spreader’ 

it was widely expected to be. 

Despite this, messaging from central and local government has continued to discourage people from 

travelling by public transport and has in some cases actively incentivised car travel by reducing or 

cutting parking charges in town and city centres. 

Question 3 

As lockdown eases, are you willing to use the bus? 

Responses % 
Yes  66 
No  24 
Don’t know  10 
Total number of responses* 404 
 
*Highest response rate 
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Over 65% of people are willing to use the bus 

Since the middle of June, governments in England, Scotland and Wales have slowly started to ease 

lockdown restrictions, albeit at differing rates. 

In England in particular, children have been returning to school, people are being encouraged to 

return to work, and non-essential shops are re-opening.  

Despite this easing of restrictions, messaging continues to discourage people from using public 

transport. This has led to confusion and concern among the millions of people who rely on bus 

services to access work, education and essential services. 

Question 4 

Have your views on using public transport changed as a result of Covid-19? 

Responses % 
Yes  47 
No  48 
Don’t know    5 
Total number of responses 238 

 

Nearly half of those polled said their views on using public transport had not changed 

At the beginning of the pandemic, the focus was on protecting people’s lives with the public advised 

to ‘Stay Home’. In recent months as governments attempt to move towards recovery, this advice has 

changed. 

In England and to a lesser extent in Scotland and Wales, people are being encouraged to return to 

work where possible, take more exercise, socialise more but within limits, for some non-essential 

shops to re-open and for some pupils to return to school. 

From the perspective of transport users, early advice was not to travel at all unless you were a 

keyworker or your journey was absolutely essential. 

This advice remains unchanged, with people still being encouraged not to use it. 

While people have increasingly felt safe returning to pre-lockdown behaviour in many areas of their 

lives, this does not appear to extend to their use of public transport. 

Question 5 

What concerns you most about travelling on public transport? 

Responses % 
The threat of Covid-19  32 
Getting the rules wrong  18 
Others breaking the rules   50 
Total number of responses 234 

 

Half of those surveyed were concerned about other people breaking the rules 

The conflict for many people between being advised to do more but not to use public transport, has 

led to an increase in people reporting concerns about travelling by bus. 
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In particular, the mandatory rule introduced in England and more recently Scotland around wearing 

a face covering on public transport, has caused widespread concern over how these rules will be 

enforced.  

Passengers have specifically expressed concern over their ability to prove they have a medical 

exemption and whether they will be challenged by the driver or other passengers. 

Some passengers are more concerned that other people will fail to comply, with many reports of 

people boarding buses while holding face coverings but not actually wearing them. 

This specific survey question was prompted by passengers raising concerns about travelling by bus 

and therefore focused on what those concerns were. 

Nonetheless it is important to note that a significant number of people responded strongly that they 

did not have any concerns about travelling by bus.  

Summary 

There is clearly a willingness among the public to return to the bus (65.8%). However, their concerns 

– particularly where they are unfounded or inaccurate - must be addressed if passenger numbers are 

to return to pre-pandemic levels. 

What is needed now is greater communication by operators, clarity from government and local 

authorities, and more evidenced-based advice around travel, so that people have the confidence to 

travel by bus.  

This will be critical in building on the environmental gains made during lockdown, and ensuring the 

bus is able to play its role in the social and economic recovery of the UK, and as a vital component of 

active travel.  

While we recognise the results of this survey are not comprehensive, the feedback provides a 

valuable snapshot of current feelings and perceptions around bus travel. 

We also want to recognise the tremendous effort and sacrifice that continues to be made by 

operators and transport workers across the UK throughout the Covid-19 crisis. 

Next Steps 

We have a number of recommendations for operators and governments based on the results of this 

poll, and on the comments we have received from passengers throughout the pandemic. 

1. Face coverings 

27% of people unable to wear a face covering 

People unable to wear face coverings have reported feeling anxious about being challenged by 

drivers or other passengers. This has been compounded by messages that passengers without a face 

covering will be refused travel without reference to exemptions. 

Many operators have introduced their own recognition systems, and made it clear that passengers 

will not be challenged by drivers, which we applaud.  

We recommend an optional national card or badge scheme so passengers unable to wear face 

coverings can feel confident about travelling. 

2. Safety first 
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16% of people not aware of work to make travel safe 

Some excellent work is being done by the industry to keep buses and stations as clean and safe as 

possible.  

Despite this, passengers are still contacting us with concerns that buses are not clean and safe, a fact 

compounded by messaging from government and local authorities.  

Bus Users recommends a national campaign to re-educate the public about the safety of bus travel, 

based on international evidence on the safety of public transport, promoting the work being done by 

operators and transport providers, and endorsed by governments in England, Scotland and Wales. 

3. Willingness to get on board 

34% of people unsure or unwilling to use the bus 

Despite being a vital tool in the move toward social and economic recovery, bus travel is still being 

discouraged. 

We would also like to see government and local authorities take a longer-term view in order to build 

on the environmental gains made during lockdown. 

This would include the national campaign mentioned in section 2, and a move away from short-term 

measures to incentivise car use. 

4. Changing views 

47% have changed their views on public transport 

During the pandemic, it was necessary to change the public mindset around travel and social 

contact. 

While governments begin to encourage people back into work, education and social activities, the 

advice on public transport remains unchanged and in some cases is actually unclear and confused. 

This is particularly challenging for people who rely on bus travel, and is having an impact on their 

mental health and wellbeing. 

We want to see clear advice and guidance from government, local authorities and operators about 

how to stay safe when using public transport, especially as rules are changed to further ease 

lockdown restrictions. 

5. Addressing concerns 

68% concerned about the rules not being followed 

This was perhaps the most surprising result of the survey, as most people who had contacted Bus 

Users during the pandemic expressed concerns over their own ability to follow the rules. 

As the rules have changed, however, particularly around face coverings, it has become apparent that 

people are more concerned about other passengers following the rules in order to ensure their own 

safety. 

There is a clear role here for operators, firstly in ensuring their policies around face coverings and 

social distancing are understood and communicated to staff and passengers; secondly, in providing 
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adequate training so drivers in particular feel able to enforce those policies; and thirdly, making sure 

that no-one feels threatened or unsafe when travelling by bus, including transport workers. 

About Bus Users 

Bus Users is a registered charity that campaigns for accessible, inclusive public transport. We are 

also the only dedicated Alternative Dispute Resolution body for the bus and coach industry.  

Bus Users UK is a registered charity (1178677 and SC049144), and a Company Limited by Guarantee 

(04635458).  

Bus Users UK 
Victoria Charity Centre 
11 Belgrave Road 
London  
SW1V 1RB 
 
Tel: 03000 111 0001 
enquiries@bususers.org 
www.bususers.org  
 

mailto:enquirieis@bususers.org

