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Analysis of Portlethen Travel Users 

1. Introduction 

This note sets out the findings of travel surveys that were conducted in Portlethen as part of the Aberdeen to Laurencekirk 

Multi-Modal Corridor Study in February 2024. The purpose of the surveys was to facilitate understanding of the factors 

influencing mode choice for public transport journeys on the corridor. Surveys were undertaken at the rail station and bus 

stops within Portlethen on the following dates: 

• Saturday 17th February 2024; 

• Sunday 18th February 2024; 

• Monday 19th February 2024; and 

• Tuesday 20th February 2024. 

This note provides an overview of the methodology, outlines the profile of respondents, presents the findings from the 

surveys and summarises the key conclusions. 

2. Methodology 

A questionnaire was designed based on the research objectives outlined for this piece of work, notably to understand the 

key factors influencing people’s decision to travel by public transport on the Aberdeen to Laurencekirk corridor. A copy of 

the questionnaire, which was prepared with adherence to Market Research Society (MRS) guidelines and code of conduct, 

is provided in Appendix A.   

The questionnaire covered the following topics:  

• Origins and destinations; 

• Journey purpose and frequency; 

• Factors influencing the decision to travel by rail or bus; and  

• Mode choice for different journey purposes.  

Prior to undertaking the surveys, a timetable review of bus and rail services was undertaken and bus stops likely to have 

the highest footfall were identified in liaison with the Client Group. The survey was administered by two interviewers using 

Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI), with interviewers moving between the rail station and identified bus stops 

in line with service timetables to maximise the response rate. 

It was agreed that survey dates should cover both weekdays and weekends to allow for a wider variety of responses 

covering both leisure and commuting trips. Survey times varied across the survey days in order to maximise the variety of 

different users.  

Table 2.1 provides an overview of the survey dates and times. 

Table 2.1: Survey Dates and Times 

Survey Date Time Period 

Saturday 17th February 2024 10:00-20:00 

Sunday 18th February 2024 11:00-16:30 

Monday 19th February 2024 08:00-17:30 

Tuesday 20th February 2024 07:00-16:30 
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3. Respondent Profile 

A total of 143 respondents were interviewed across the four survey dates. This included 72 responses from rail users and 

71 responses from bus users. It should be noted that the respondent profile presented below is not representative of the 

population of Portlethen or of the wider study area population along the Aberdeen to Laurencekirk corridor. 

Figure 3.1 illustrates the demographic profile of the respondents (n=143). As shown, a higher proportion of male 

respondents were travelling by rail (63%, n=44) than bus (37%, n=26) and a higher proportion of female respondents were 

travelling by bus (61%, n=44) than rail (39%, n=28). 

In terms of the age of respondents, a far greater proportion of bus respondents were aged 65 and over (58%, n=41) 

compared to rail respondents (7%, n=5), likely to be attributable to the concessionary fare scheme that is available for 

those over 60 on bus services (discussed in Section 4). 

In terms of health and disability, a greater proportion of bus respondents reported that their day to day lives were limited 

either a lot or a little because of health or disability (29%, n=20) compared to rail respondents (3%, n=2), which is again 

likely to be reflective of concessionary travel being available to those with a disability and potentially linked to the older age 

profile of bus respondents. 

 

Figure 3.1: Demographic Profile of Respondents (Number) 

*Note: All respondents who said “prefer not to say” are not included in the figure above.  

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Male / Man (including Trans)

Female / Woman (including Trans)

16 to 21

22 to 34

35 to 44

45 to 54

55 to 64

65 to 74

75 and over

Yes, limited a lot

Yes, limited a little

No

G
e
n

d
e
r

(n
=

1
4
2

)
A

g
e
 G

ro
u

p
 (

n
=

1
4

3
)

D
a

y
 t

o
 d

a
y

a
c
ti
v
it
ie

s
 l
im

it
e
d

b
e

c
a

u
s
e
 o

f
h
e

a
lt
h
y
 o

r
d
is

a
b
ili

ty
 (

n
=

1
4
1
)

Number of Respondents

Rail

Bus



Specification 
Analysis of Portlethen Travel Users 

  

 

4. Consultation Findings 

4.1 Journey Origin 

The journey origin of the majority of respondents was Portlethen across rail (83%) and bus (69%). The next most common 

origin was Aberdeen City Centre (rail = 8%, bus = 21%), reflective of those respondents who were alighting in Portlethen 

rather than boarding.  

Other journey origins amongst rail respondents included Chapelton (4%), Banchory (1%), Netherley (1%) and London 

(1%). Other journey origins amongst bus respondents included Marywell (4%), Newtonhill (4%), Cove (3%), St Cyrus (1%) 

and Dyce (1%). 

 

Figure 4.1 Journey Origins of Rail Respondents (%) 

Base = 72 respondents 

 

Figure 4.2: Journey Origins of Bus Respondents (%) 

Base = 71 respondents  
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4.2 Journey Destination (Disembarking Location) 

Respondents of both modes were asked for their disembarking location. As shown below, the vast majority of rail 

respondents (92%) were disembarking at Aberdeen Station. A further 6% of respondents were travelling further north and 

disembarking at Inverurie (4%), Dyce (1%) and Elgin (1%). 

 

Figure 4.3: Disembarking Locations of Rail Respondents 

Base = 72 respondents 

Similar to rail respondents, the majority of bus respondents (80%) also reported disembarking in Aberdeen City Centre. 

7% of bus respondents were travelling south to Newtonhill (6%) and Stonehaven (1%); 6% were travelling to another 

location within Portlethen and 7% were travelling north to Marywell (4%) and Cove (3%). 

 

Figure 4.4: Disembarking Locations of Bus Respondents 

Base = 69 respondents  
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4.3 Journey Destination (Final Destination) 

Respondents were also asked to provide their final destination once they had disembarked from the rail or bus service. As 

shown below, the majority of rail respondents (88%) were travelling to locations within the city centre, including Union 

Square (24%), the city centre more generally (61%), and NESCol (3%). The other destinations noted all comprised of 

locations with stations on the rail network.  

 

Figure 4.5: Final Destination of Rail Respondents (%) 

Base = 71 respondents 

Similar to the rail respondents, the majority of bus respondents (73%) also reported locations within the city centre as their 

final destination, including Union Square (17%), Union Street (7%), NESCol (1%) and the city centre more generally (48%). 

The other destinations noted included Portlethen, Newtonhill, Marywell, Cove, Dyce, St Cyrus and Aberdeen Beach. 

 

Figure 4.6: Final Destination of Bus Respondents (%) 

Base = 71 respondents 
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4.4 Journey Purpose 

As shown in Figure 4.7, the most common journey purposes amongst rail respondents were commuting (32%), visiting 

friends and relatives (24%) and going out for food and drinks (19%). In comparison, the most common journey purposes 

amongst bus respondents were non-food shopping (27%), commuting (22%) and visiting friends and relatives (18%). 

Whilst both modes appear to be important for commuting, the responses indicate that rail is more likely to be used by 

commuters than bus. Rail also appears to be more important for the night time economy, shown by the proportion of rail 

respondents going out for food and drinks (19% compared to 5% of bus respondents), with a number of respondents 

interviewed on the Saturday noting the decision to leave the car at home in order to go out socialising in the city centre. 

 

Figure 4.7: Journey Purpose (%) 

Base: Rail = 75 respondents; Bus = 74 respondents (note that respondents were able to select more than one journey purpose) 

4.5 Journey Frequency 

As shown in Figure 4.8, a higher proportion of bus respondents indicated that they undertake the same journey at least 

once a week (83%) compared to rail respondents (56%). The most common journey frequency amongst rail respondents 

was at least three times a week (28%) and the most common journey frequency amongst bus respondents was once or 

twice a week (42%), although a further 38% indicated that they make the same journey at least three times a week. 

 

Figure 4.8: Journey Frequency (%) 

Base: Rail = 72 respondents; Bus = 69 respondents  
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4.6 Reason for Mode Choice 

The diagrams below outline the factors influencing respondents’ decision to travel by bus or rail. Over half (59%) of rail 

respondents cited quicker journey times as being a primary factor in their decision-making. Other commons reasons 

included rail being perceived as more comfortable (11%), the frequency of rail services (7%) and due to concerns with the 

reliability of bus services (6%). 

 

Figure 4.9: Reasons for Rail Use 

Base = 75 respondents (note that respondents were able to select more than one reason) 

A greater spread of responses was evident amongst bus respondents with the key reasons being the proximity to home 

(32%), the concessionary fare scheme (26%) and the bus route going closer to where people are going (24%). 

 

Figure 4.10: Reasons for Bus Use 

Base = 75 respondents (note that respondents were able to select more than one reason)  
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4.7 Mode Choice for Different Journeys 

The diagrams below outline respondents’ mode choice for different journey purposes. As shown, the majority of rail 

respondents tend to travel by train or by car as a driver or passenger for all journey purposes. Train was the most common 

mode for rail respondents travelling for work, visiting friends or relatives and going out for food/drinks whereas car was the 

most common mode for rail respondents travelling for education, shopping (both food and non-food), health appointments 

and for holidays and day trips. No rail respondents noted cycling as being the mode choice for any journey purpose. 

 

Figure 4.11: Mode Choice by Journey Purpose (Rail Respondents) 

Base: Work = 64; Education = 57; Shopping (food) = 58; Shopping (other) = 55; Visit to hospital, doctor or other health service = 55; Visit 

friends or relatives = 53; Out for food / drinks = 48; Holiday / day trip = 37 

In comparison, the vast majority of bus respondents tend to travel by bus for all journey purposes, with bus being the most 

common mode for bus respondents across all journey purpose categories. In line with the responses from rail respondents, 

very few bus respondents considered active travel modes (walking and cycling) across the journey purpose categories. 

 

Figure 4.12: Mode Choice by Journey Purpose (Bus Respondents) 

Base: Work = 66; Education = 57; Shopping (food) = 65; Shopping (other) = 59; Visit to hospital, doctor or other health service = 55; Visit 

friends or relatives = 52; Out for food / drinks = 52; Holiday / day trip = 45  
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4.8 Additional Comments 

At the end of the survey, respondents were provided the opportunity to provide any final comments in relation to their 

chosen mode of travel. A number of comments were provided by respondents, with a summary provided in the table below 

– it should be noted that comments provided have been categorised into topics and so some of the issues listed in the 

table below were raised by more than one respondent. 

Table 4.1: Additional Comments Provided 

Additional Comment Issues 

Timetabling of buses is poor due to there being long gaps between services and then several arrive only minutes apart. 

Limited frequency of bus services in the afternoon. 

Bus service is unreliable. 

Heightened anti-social behaviour on bus by teenagers, intimidating other bus users and the driver. 

Accessibility concerns with buses – ramp not being lowered or bus parking too far away from the kerb. 

Bus is increasingly more expensive to use. 

A direct bus service is not always available, meaning users have to get on multiple services. 

5. Conclusion 

This note has provided an overview of the findings from travel surveys that were conducted in Portlethen as part of the 

Aberdeen to Laurencekirk Multi-Modal Corridor Study. A key purpose of the travel surveys was to determine the factors 

that influence mode choice for public transport users on the corridor and subsequently develop a better understanding of 

the potential impacts on bus and rail patronage where both modes of travel are available.  

The findings of the survey indicate that bus and rail appear to serve separate markets, with evidence of demand for services 

that go ‘round the houses’ as well as direct, fixed point services. The survey results indicate that bus services play an 

important role in Portlethen, with bus users choosing to travel by bus for a number of different journey purposes (most 

commonly for non-food shopping, commuting and visiting friends and relatives). Bus users indicated that the bus was more 

convenient for them for various reasons, for example, more than one quarter of respondents noted that they get free bus 

travel through the concessionary fare scheme. Other common reasons included the bus service operating closer to their 

home than the rail service or the bus service operating closer to where they want to go to than the rail service. 

It is considered that these findings provide useful insight in relation to Cove, where there is a high frequency bus service 

that serves residential estates. Furthermore, the findings from the mode choice by journey purpose section of the survey 

indicates that bus users tend to use the bus for the majority of their journeys and it is therefore likely that they would 

continue to do so even if a rail station was provided within the community. Rail users, on the other hand, tend to split 

journeys between car and train and this may indicate that a new rail station in Cove could encourage mode shift from 

private car to train. 

The results are considered to provide less useful insight in relation to Newtonhill, where the bus service frequency is lower 

and services that operate via residential estates are limited. It is possible that a new rail station in Newtonhill could result 

in greater transfer from bus to rail if there is a similar level of accessibility (geographically) to bus and rail services. 

The findings from the travel surveys undertaken and the conclusions outlined above will be taken into consideration as 

part of the Detailed Appraisal of options for the Aberdeen to Laurencekirk Multi-Modal Corridor Study, including as a means 

of sense-checking the outputs from modelling work undertaken on the options taken into the Detailed Appraisal. 

 


