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Abstract: Encouraging the younger generation to use public transport can revolutionise the way
that citizens commute in the future; hence, municipalities must provide good public transport
services to encourage their use. A free bus service was introduced in Penang, Malaysia, to support
the sustainable agenda and to provide transport for low-income groups. However, the lack of
ridership resulted in the service being far from achieving its target. This study assessed young adults’
perceptions of the current free bus service in Penang to design a strategy to attract them to use the
free bus. In this study, six focus group discussions (FGDs) were conducted with young adults aged
between 18 and 25 years old studying in three different higher institutions located along the route
of the free bus. The data collected were analysed using thematic analysis, in which four areas were
identified—free service, reliability, information provision, and attractive service. Finally, this paper
provides valuable input on initiatives to further encourage young adults to use the free bus service
in Penang.

Keywords: free public transport; focus group discussion; sustainable transport; urban public trans-
port; developing country

1. Introduction

The increasing concerns on climate change have prompted the implementation of
policies aimed at reducing transport pollution. Transportation has been reported as the
main contributor of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the environment, with cars accounting for
40% of the modal share [1]. Non-Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) countries are expected to comprise 61% of the energy consumption in
2040, accounted for by the transportation sector due to the increase in population size
and number of motor vehicles, ultimately expediting the exhaustion of resources and
global warming [2]. This issue can be overcome by increasing the use of public transport,
especially in the urban areas.

Urban cities worldwide have been promoting the use of public transport to reduce air
pollution, energy consumption, and traffic congestion [3,4]. Nevertheless, the increasing
ownership of private cars is becoming a major challenge to promoting the use of public
transport [5–7]. Despite considerable improvements in the system, the modal share of
public transport trips continues to be consistently lower than that of private cars, prompting
transit agencies to consider better policies with regard to the use of public transport.

Subsidising public bus services may encourage greater use as it can reduce people’s
transportation expenses [8]. Free bus services should address the issues of environment,
efficiency, distribution, and mobility [9]; improve public health [10], social interaction [11],
and physical activities such as cycling and walking [12]; and decrease air pollution [13].
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Some cities provide free bus services that are specific to certain social groups, e.g., Lon-
don (U.K.), Canada, and China provide specific bus services for the elderly [10,14,15],
and London also provides particular free bus services to those aged between 12 and 18
years [16].

Free bus services are also known as fare-free public transport (FFPT) in some countries.
However, there is a possibility that service providers have to bear the lost fare revenues.
The FFPT policy has been observed to increase ridership in many cities [13,17]. In Frýdek-
Místek, Czech Republic, the FFPT was implemented in selected zones to the advantage of
the residents in the city, but with certain conditions [17]. Meanwhile, residents in Tallinn,
Estonia, who pay their taxes can enjoy FFPT—the policy has been successfully implemented
in Tallinn to the extent that it has become the reference for other cities [18].

Nevertheless, free bus services in developing countries are different from FFPT in
Europe, as buses are the backbone for low-income groups to travel. It is challenging to
provide a free bus service in developing countries without government subsidies [19]. In
developing countries, low-income society still needs government support for transportation
expenses [11,18]. Besides low-income groups, the ridership for other groups of citizens is
still low, demonstrating a need for a target promotion.

Young adults have been the focus in many studies on transport [20,21], which shows
that they are the key to increasing public transport ridership. This group consists of those
who are between 18 and 25 years old [22]. In developed countries, young adults studying
in college or university tend to use public transport [12], but there is a lack of studies on
young adults in developing countries regarding their preference towards free bus services.
Following this research gap, this study explored young adults’ perceptions of free bus
services in order to understand the issues that restrain them from using the bus. We also
expected to receive some suggestions on how to increase the bus ridership of young adults.

This research paper begins with an introduction, followed by a literature review on
young adults and public bus services, the desired quality for bus services, and free bus
services in developing countries. Then, the methodology is explained, and the results are
presented afterwards. Next, this paper provides a discussion section that integrates the key
messages and limitations of the study. Finally, we conclude the paper with recommenda-
tions for future work.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Young Adults and Public Transport

Young adults are those between the ages of 18 and 25 years [22,23]. They are at
a different stage to adolescence and adulthood in terms of social roles and normative
expectations [12]. Their roles in a social group and their perceptions towards others’
thoughts are different to those in adolescence and adulthood. While some refer to young
adults as “millennials” [24], those who are born between the early 1980s and the late
1990s are referred to as Generation Y [24,25]. In slight contrast, in transport economics
and transport research, the age of young adults can differ according to the purpose of the
study; it can be between 17 and 25 years old [26], between 18 and 29 years old [27], or
between 18 and 34 years old [28]. Studies that involve young adults are important to gauge
their perspectives based on their abstract thinking and their ability to gather information
available to establish their conclusions [29].

Many studies have demonstrated that people tend to favour cars to travel compared
to public transport [30,31], as they provide a sense of excitement, autonomy, freedom,
protection, and privacy [30,32,33]. Moreover, using cars can reflect status, maturity, and
a sense of identity [30,34], and they are cosy [33], convenient, predictable, and easy-
going [32,33]. Travelling by car also tends to be faster than using public transport [35].

Nevertheless, there is an increasing trend that demonstrates young adults’ preferences
in developed countries towards public transport. The emerging trend may be due to
the decline of driving licences and car ownership [23,36,37], a delay in adult life stage
milestones [27,38], and environmental awareness [39–41].
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Young adults in developed countries prefer to use public transport as they are not in a
rush for a full-time job, marriage, or children, with some of them preferring to enjoy their
university life and part-time jobs using public transport [27]. Young adults also tend to be
unemployed or underemployed due to the changes in the socioeconomic situation, which
lowers their income [34,42–44] and makes them rely on public transport as a cheaper option.

Furthermore, increasing environmental awareness among young people has increased
the use of public transport in developed countries. Around 25% of the respondents aged
between 16 and 34 years old in Norway demonstrate their understanding of the importance
of using environmentally friendly public transport [40]. Private cars are considered to
be less environmentally friendly compared to public transport [39,41]. A previous study
observed that there is an increase in environmental concerns among young adults in
Sweden with regard to their use of public transport compared to cars [44]. Nonetheless,
young adults in developing countries express a desire for private cars, as demonstrated by
young adults in Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines [45,46]. Their desire is mainly
due to the need to fulfil a symbolic status and the failure of public transport services to
meet their needs.

2.2. Quality Desired for Bus Services

Bus services are important to sustain the development of urban areas, as they provide
mobility to different locations via a single transport facility [47] and are considered as a
low-cost travel option [48]. Nevertheless, bus services tend to be dismissed due to long
waiting times, uncomfortable services, safety issues, and a lack of service information,
which call for an assessment on the users’ desired quality from the bus services.

There have been several studies on the desired quality for bus services [48–52], demon-
strating that reliability, punctuality, safety, and access to information are the top desired
qualities for bus services. Reliability is one of the primary expectations of passengers [51],
as it demonstrates that the service provider is committed and attentive to the outcomes [53].
Reliability is also a crucial factor for bus service preferences for efficiency and affordability,
pertaining to the frequency of bus services and travel time [48].

Moreover, punctuality is also important to improve the quality of bus services [54,55].
Punctuality and reliability can be affected by route length, exclusive bus lanes, and distance
between a stop and the origin terminal [51]. In addition, punctuality and reliability are
pertinent to quality bus services, as users expect to be able to arrive and depart on time
from and to their destination [56].

Additionally, safety is a paramount indicator for quality bus services and is one of the
main concerns of users in selecting their mode of transportation, as some bus drivers tend
to drive unsafely (over the speed limit) and disregard traffic laws, consequently repelling
passengers from choosing bus services [48]. This notion was echoed in a study in Amman,
Jordan, that emphasised users’ safety expectations, which may also extend in terms of the
approachability to transit stops [52]. Other safety components that should be considered by
service providers include the risk of interference from other passengers, competent drivers,
bus stop facilities, safe and recognisable bus stops, and the presence of security and police
officers in designated areas [49].

Accessible travel information will also encourage more passengers to use public
bus services. Information such as bus schedules and routes should be provided to the
public to increase their use of public transport [48]. The availability of information will
provide a sense of transport that will encourage people to use the service [52]. In providing
information to bus users, customer services play a crucial role in its delivery. A study
in Mauritius supports this, as the way in which crews and drivers deliver their services
and the management factors such as frequency, information services, bus stops, and ticket
purchasing are vital to increasing the number of public bus users [50].
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2.3. Free Bus Services

The urban population in developing countries is expected to increase to 4 billion in
2030 [57], thus creating challenges in rapid motorisation and causing traffic congestion in
the future. A previous study suggested that cities in developing countries should turn to
depending on bus services as the backbone of mobility due to their significance in terms
of economic and social costs [48]. Bus services must be at the forefront of urban mobility
strategy to mitigate the effects of rapid motorisation and traffic congestion. This is because,
in the developing world, bus services are also focused on providing affordable transport
services to the urban poor. In the future, bus services must become a mode of choice even
for those who can afford a private vehicle. Thus, providing a free bus service is one way to
encourage its usage in developing countries.

Approximately 100 cities around the world offer free public transport, with most
of them in Europe [58]. Despite the apparent simplicity of FFPT, its implementation can
vary—some cities offer a comprehensive FFPT programme, while some only implement
the approach in a specific part of urban society or space [59]. The world’s first capital city
to offer free public transport to its residents was Tallinn, Estonia, in 2013. Recently, bus
fares were waived in 11 of its 15 counties, in line with Estonia’s aim to become the first
country with free nationwide public transport in 2018. The idea of free transport in Tallinn
was prompted by the 2008 financial crisis, and the free bus services were punctual and
well-maintained with enough seats for its users and no ticket needed [60].

Meanwhile, Luxembourg recently became the first country with a nationwide free
public transport system based on a national policy to combat traffic congestion. As of
1 March 2020, those in Luxembourg are able to ride public trams, buses, and trains for
free. Aside from the obvious improvement in traffic congestion, free public transport
has positively impacted the country’s tourism industry, as residents and visitors can both
use the free public system, removing tourists’ worry of having to buy public transport
passes [61,62].

In Malaysia’s case, the state government of Penang introduced a free bus service—
central area transit (CAT)—in 2009 with only 23 routes. The shuttle service was an initiative
to attract tourists by the Penang Island Municipal Council with a return route from Weld
Quay to Penang Road between 6:00 a.m. to 12:00 a.m. [63]. In 2018, an additional 12 routes
were introduced to facilitate low-income groups and to encourage shifting the transport
mode from private vehicles to buses. Moreover, the CAT was introduced to improve
residents’ quality of life and work, allowing Penangites to reduce their transportation costs.
In addition, the aim of the free bus service in Penang was to reduce air and noise pollution,
consumption of fuel, and traffic congestion, in line with the Penang Green Agenda [64]. The
route covers essential routes such as the hospitals, schools, government offices, shopping
complexes, and markets, increasing the accessibility of these places, especially for those in
low-income groups. Despite the advantages, the ridership for the free bus service is still
far from on target. Therefore, it is important to understand the attitudes of passengers
and their expectations, needs, and perceptions of current bus services to ensure that said
services are fully utilised by the public [65,66].

3. Study Area

Penang is a state in peninsular Malaysia that is divided into an island and the main-
land, and is the only state that provides a free bus service to its residents and non-residents.
Penang is reported as having the second-highest car ownership ratio after Kuala Lumpur,
where every resident owns a car—there are 877 cars/km2 in Penang [67]. With such a
high ratio, the state has a serious traffic congestion issue. The population on Penang
Island is expected to grow to 989,400 by 2030, which will increase the economic activity,
traffic volume, and transport demand. If the traffic issues are not addressed, the overall
number of vehicle kilometres travelled on Penang roads will increase by over 70%, the
traffic condition will worsen, and the use of public transport will remain low. In 2013, the
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ratio of dependency on public transport to private vehicles in Penang was approximately
10:90 [68], which is believed to be similar to the current situation.

The specific location of the study area is Nibong Tebal town, located on Penang
mainland. The population of the study area is 40,072 for 0.6734 km2. Nibong Tebal has
two types of bus services operated by the same operating company. The first is the regular
buses that must be paid on the basis of the determined rate of fare, and the second is the
free bus service subsidised by the state government. The regular buses take passengers
from Nibong Tebal to other locations in Penang, while the free buses are designed for travel
purposes in Nibong Tebal only.

The free bus service in Nibong Tebal was launched in 2018 and has a frequency of 20
min, with operations from 6:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. Figure 1 shows the location of Nibong
Tebal town and the free bus service route that surrounds residential areas, schools, and
higher learning institutions. The state government provides the free bus service in Nibong
Tebal to facilitate the mobility of low-income groups and students in this area in order
to support the objectives of the Penang Green Agenda. However, the ridership is still
not achieving its target. Figure 2 shows the ridership statistics for the free bus service in
Nibong Tebal from April 2018 to January 2019.

Figure 1. Free bus route in Nibong Tebal, Penang, Malaysia.

Figure 2. Ridership of free buses in Nibong Tebal from April 2018 to January 2019.

4. Methodology

This study employed the qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding
of young adults’ perceptions towards the free bus service. The qualitative approach was
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chosen as it allows people to express their thoughts without the restriction of a set of
answers or a scale that is typical in questionnaires or other quantitative methods.

4.1. Focus Group Discussion (FGD)

The goal of a focus group discussion (FGD) is to obtain an in-depth understanding
from a selected group of people from a similar background, instead of a representative
sample of a larger population [69,70]. Moreover, it allows for the discovery of data or ideas
that may be missed in individual interviews [71]. Nonetheless, focus groups restrict the
number of participants to stem the interaction effect among respondents. Therefore, this
study does not represent the entire population of young adults in Penang, and instead
focuses on the students that wanted to share their thoughts on the free bus service. The
data were gathered through the discussions of six focus groups in November 2019, and the
objective was to inquire about the participants’ perceptions towards free bus services.

4.2. Participants

The respondents were students from three different higher institutions located nearby
the free bus route in Nibong Tebal. The recruitment was done on a voluntarily basis.
The announcement stated that the volunteers must be current or potential users of the
CAT free bus service. “Current users” were those who used the bus service regularly as
their mode of transportation, while “potential users’ were those who used the service
occasionally or intended to use the service in the future. “Regular” in this context refers
to using the bus service every week, either on weekdays or at weekends; meanwhile,
“occasionally” refers to using the bus service less than twice per month or never using
the bus service. Permission from the management of the higher institutions to establish
FGDs was acquired, and the management later assisted in the recruitment of volunteers
between 18 and 25 years old. The focus groups comprised voluntary participants from
the following higher institutions: Vocational College (Group 1 = 10 participants, Group
2 = 10 participants), Technical Training Institute (Group 3 = 9 participants, Group 4 =
7 participants), and Universiti Sains Malaysia (Group 5 = 6 participants, Group 6 = 6
participants). The characteristics of the respondents based on the institution are presented
in Table 1. For the Vocational College, the average age of the respondents was 19, with
female students dominating 60% of the group, and 70% of the respondents were current
users, while the rest were potential users. The average age of the respondents for the
Technical Training Institute was 20 years old, with 56% being female and 44% being male,
and 63% being current users and 37% being potential users. For Universiti Sains Malaysia,
the average age of the respondents was 23 years old, with 67% being female and 33% being
male, and 67% being current users and 33% being potential users. The higher institutions
in this study provide rental accommodation to their students on their campuses; thus, all
participants in this study were staying on campus.

4.3. Procedure for Data Collection

There were two researchers in each focus group that acted as a moderator and a
note-taker. The moderator led the discussion and provided ample time for the participants
to discuss and respond to the topic while being recorded using a voice-recorder application.
The participants were first briefed on the goals and objectives of the study and the procedure
of the focus group. They were also informed that they would be recorded and that
their discussion would be transcribed later, but their anonymity was guaranteed. The
participants were also required to sign a consent form. The duration of each session was
not more than 1 h.

After the initial briefing, the topic discussion began based on the discussion guide
presented in Table 2, which is consistent with the recommended focus group methodol-
ogy [72]. The guidance was necessary to establish relevant questions with proper wording
and arrangement, in addition to ensuring that it answers the main topic of this study.
Moreover, the guidelines provided a focused structure that consisted of opening questions,
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introductory questions, transition questions, key questions, and ending questions. Each
participant was given a token of appreciation at the end of the session.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the respondents of the focus group discussions (FGDs).

Institution
Gender Age

Current User n (%) Potential User n
(%)Female n (%) Male n (%) Mean (Standard

Deviation)

Vocational College

12 (60) 8 (40) 19 (0.79) 14 (70) 6 (30)
Group 1 (10 participants)
Group 2 (10 participants)

Total participants = 20

Technical Training
Institute

9 (56) 7 (44) 20 (1.26) 10 (63) 6 (37)Group 3 (9 participants)
Group 4 (7 participants)
Total participants = 16

Universiti Sains Malaysia

8 (67) 4 (33) 23 (0.55) 8 (67) 4 (33)
Group 5 (6 participants)
Group 6 (6 participants)
Total participants = 12

Table 2. FGD guidelines.

Question Type Purpose Question

Opening To establish rapport between the
participants and the researchers

Tell us your name and your higher
institution.

Introduction To begin the topic discussion

Have you seen the central area transit
(CAT) bus in this area? What do you
know about the CAT service provided by
Rapid Penang?

Transition To move towards the key questions What is your opinion on the CAT free bus
service in Penang?

Key To obtain general perceptions towards
the CAT bus service

Have you tried to use this service? Why
do you not use the CAT bus service?
(asked to potential bus users) What is
your general perception of the CAT bus
service in Penang?
In your opinion, what are the benefits or
drawbacks of the service?

Transition
In your opinion, who would be likely to
use and not use the CAT bus service in
Penang?

Key
To investigate the cause of low bus
ridership from the participants’
perspective

In your opinion, why is the ridership of
the CAT bus service low?

Transition Do you think young people like to use
the CAT bus service?

Key
To determine the factors that may
increase the intention to use the CAT bus
service among young people

What is your suggestion to attract young
people to use the CAT bus service?

Ending To close the discussion Is there anything that you want to add as
a conclusion for your suggestions?
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4.4. Data Analysis

The audio of the FGDs was transcribed into a specific form and was compared to
the interviewers’ notes to fill in any missing words or sentences. The transcript was also
translated into English for linguistic validity. Next, the raw information in the transcript
was categorised according to the context of the research questions using thematic analysis.
Thematic analysis is an approach to identify, organise, and offer insights into patterns
of themes across several items of qualitative data [73]. It provides the mechanics of
systematically coding and analysing data and linking data to broader theoretical concepts.
To analyse the raw transcript, specific words were labelled with specific codes, followed by
the extraction of the words and sentences that were useful for the analysis. The words were
also categorised according to themes and objectives. Lastly, the categories were established
for writing purposes. The quantitative count method [12] was also used in this study—in
the results, we used “all” if 100% of the participants discussed the issue, “almost all” for
75% and over, “some” for between 50% and 75%, “few” for between 25% and 50%, and
“nobody” if there was no involvement.

5. Results

The main findings of this study are presented in this section. Based on the FGDs, the
results were categorised into: (i) the general perceptions of the free bus service, (ii) the
factors affecting bus ridership, and (iii) the suggestions to increase ridership for the free
bus service.

5.1. The General Perceptions of the Free Bus Service

All participants perceived that the free bus service was good. Nonetheless, there
were also some negative perceptions of the service. The findings of this sub-topic are
presented according to positive and negative perceptions. Figures 3 and 4 show the
number of responses that arose during the FGDs based on specific themes. For positive
perceptions, three main themes were identified: free service, safety, and reduced congestion.
Meanwhile, for negative perceptions, five themes were identified: time management,
weather, lack of information, being unable to carry heavy goods, and stranger danger. The
main conversation recorded during the FGDs is reported in a sub-topic below.

Figure 3. Number of responses highlighting specific themes in the positive perceptions towards the
bus service.
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Figure 4. Number of responses highlighting specific themes on the negative perceptions towards the
bus service.

5.1.1. Positive Perceptions

The free service was reported to have caught the attention of all respondents.

“From my experience, the CAT service is good and saves my money because it is free. As
students, we always like free things” (Male, Current User, Group 1).

“Sometimes I want to go somewhere to just release my stress. So, I can use the bus
anytime, since it is free” (Female, Current User, Group 3).

In addition to the students, the free bus service was stated to also benefit low-
income citizens.

“Overall, the service is good and saves money. I can see many low-income people using
the service” (Male, Current User, Group 6).

“From my observations, the bus runs very well, I can see school students using it. It
must be a good service—the free bus lessens parents’ burden to pay school transportation
costs” (Female, Potential User, Group 5).

Almost all potential users planned to try the service in the future.

“I want to try it in the future because I believe it is a good service. I do not have to spend
my money to travel if I use the service. But I do not have this opportunity at the current
time” (Female, Potential User, Group 4).

The participants also claimed that the bus service was superior in safety compared
to other modes of transportation. Some current users stated that it was better than rid-
ing motorcycles, as most young people tended to use motorcycles to travel to schools
or colleges.

“I choose to use the bus because I feel safe compared to riding a motorcycle. The driver
drives safely and follows the traffic rules. I can see many students riding a motorcycle
and speeding in a rush to college” (Female, Current User, Group 3).

There were also similar perceptions from a few potential users.

“I’ve never tried the service, but I perceive it to be good and safe for students because I
can see that some of my friends use it. Most of them use it to get back home from college”
(Male, Potential User, Group 1).

“I also think the bus service is safer than riding a motorcycle. I can see some old people
using it. I do not use it because I do not have company to ride together with. If my friend
were to ride it, I would ride it too” (Female, Potential User, Group 3).

The driver’s attitude also affected the general perceptions.
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“I think the bus service is good and safe. The buses seem to follow the traffic rules and are
less likely to speed” (Male, Potential User, Group 4).

A few current participants agreed that the free bus service reduces traffic congestion.

“The purpose of the bus service is somehow to avoid congestion. It is a good service,
being promoted by the state government . . . especially when it is free for citizens” (Male,
Current User, Group 2).

“I think it is a good service from the state government to combat pollution and congestion
issues” (Female, Current User, Group 6).

The positive perceptions towards the bus service and the number of responses found
in the conversations during the FGDs are summarised in Figure 3 below.

5.1.2. Negative Perceptions

Almost all current users stated that the quality of the time management yielded a
negative impression of the bus service.

“Even though the free service is good, the waiting time for the bus is sometimes too long.
We do not know the actual arrival time. It creates a problem, since we also have other
plans to do” (Male, Current User, Group 5).

“I only have a problem with the waiting time. That is all” (Male, Current User,
Group 6).

Some of the potential respondents believed that the schedule should be improved.

“Hmm...how to use the bus if the time is not suitable, especially on Friday. We have
to wait a long time, especially during Friday afternoon, and it makes us shift to other
modes” (Female, Potential User, Group 2).

“The bus is not punctual at all” (Male, Potential User, Group 5).

Meanwhile, some of the current users demonstrated a sense of uncomfortableness
with the condition of the buses.

“I do not know about others, but the air conditioning is not comfortable for me. Sometimes
it’s hot in the bus, especially in hot weather. They must do something with the air
conditioning” (Male, Current User, Group 5).

Moreover, some of the potential users perceived that it was difficult to use the bus
service due to a lack of information available. Many of them were eager to try the service as
they believed that the service was good, but they did not have enough information about
the service.

“The information about routes is confusing. I am not sure of the destination for the buses”
(Female, Potential User, Group 1).

“How can we know that the coming bus is going to the place that we want to go? There
is no information at the bus stops” (Female, Potential User, Group 2).

A few of the potential users stated that using the bus restricted their ability to carry
many things.

“It is hard to use the bus if we go shopping, right? We need to carry many things, so it is
not so comfortable. That is why I always use cars” (Female, Potential User, Group, 3).

A few of them also expressed their concerns with regard to safety issues.

“I stay in the nearby residential area. I think the access to the bus stops is too quiet and
quite far. Actually...I do not feel safe walking alone” (Female, Current User, Group 1).

“Even though it is free, I do not think it is safe for small children or primary school
students. There are many cases of stranger danger nowadays” (Female, Potential User,
Group 6).
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The negative perception towards the bus service and the number of respondents that
highlighted the issues are summarised in Figure 4 below.

5.2. Factors Affecting Ridership

This subsection assesses the participants’ perceptions of the reason for the low rider-
ship of the free bus service. From the qualitative data analysis, the main reasons for low
ridership were bus punctuality, routes, and information. Figure 5 shows the number of
responses for specific themes of the factors affecting ridership. The important content from
the conversation is presented in the sub-topics below.

Figure 5. Number of responses highlighting specific themes for the factors affecting bus ridership.

5.2.1. Punctuality

Some current users agreed that the bus service punctuality and service had a significant
influence on ridership, as passengers do not like to wait for a long time.

“People do not want to use the bus because it is not punctual. In addition, the bus
passengers will face difficulty with time management if they use the bus. It is maybe
okay for students because they do not have to rush in the afternoon...but not for working
people” (Male, Current User, Group 1).

“The bus should be punctual. It must follow the timetable. So, the passengers can know
at what time they should wait at bus stops. From my experience, the bus always departs
late from the hub because they are waiting for passengers” (Female, Current User,
Group 1).

They also shared that sometimes the buses left the bus stops earlier than scheduled.

“One day right after I finished class, I can see the bus pass by in front of the college. It
was 5 min earlier than the schedule and I had to wait another 20 min for the next bus”
(Male, Current User, Group 4).

A few potential users had their own perceptions of the issue.

“People would likely perceive that they need to wait longer while using the bus. So people
tend to use their own vehicles, instead of the bus” (Female, Potential User, Group 5).

“It is hard to wait for a long time at the bus stops in hot weather” (Female, Potential
User, Group 6).

5.2.2. Bus Route

A few current users suggested that the bus route causes the low ridership, as there is
no connectivity between the routes.
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“The route is funny, they know that many students need to transit using other buses, but
those transit bus stops are not included in the bus route, we need to go back to the hub
and take a bus from there. It wastes time. Believe me, if the operator considers transit
stops, many students will use it” (Male, Current User, Group 3).

“The bus route is confusing. I think it keeps changing” (Female, Current User,
Group 5)

A few potential users also had issues with the bus route.

“The bus also misses the attraction places on the route such as the shopping mart and
train station. The shopping mart is new, so maybe they missed during planning. But
excluding the train station from the list is something that should not happen. If the bus
reroutes to the train station, maybe many people will use it” (Female, Potential User,
Group 4).

“The bus follows a long route before arriving at the attraction places. It will be faster if
using a motorcycle” (Male, Potential User, Group 6).

5.2.3. Information Provision

Access to the bus route and schedule, in addition to other important information, can
increase public transport ridership. Almost all current users stated that more information
on the bus route, schedule, and bus stop locations was needed to attract more passengers.

“People need information to ride on a bus. Most people do not know where to find
information about the free bus. I also faced the same problem at the beginning. But
because I am a public bus user, I also know about the free bus service” (Male, Current
User, Group 2).

“The bus operator should provide information about the route at the bus stops, including
the operation time and bus schedule. Provide clear maps about the location of bus stops
and transit connections. They should also have the same info on the website” (Female,
Current User, Group 4).

“For the current time, the only way to know the exact location of a bus stop is by calling
the service centre. The service centre will advise you where the bus stop location is and
estimate the time the bus will arrive at your bus stop. It is not convenient to call the
service centre every time” (Male, Current User, Group 6).

Meanwhile, a small number of potential users provided responses towards the issue.

“I know it is free, but I do not know where it is going. I think most people also face the
same situation” (Female, Potential User, Group 3).

5.3. Suggestions to Increase Ridership

With regard to the discussion in Section 5.2, the respondents proposed several sugges-
tions to increase bus ridership for young people in particular, which included improving
punctuality, better marketing strategies, and adding attraction value to the bus service.
Figure 6 presents the number of suggestions that arose from the current and potential users
based on the specific themes.
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Figure 6. Number of suggestions for increasing ridership based on specific themes.

5.3.1. Improve Punctuality

All respondents stated that bus punctuality was important to increase ridership, as
despite the service being free, not all passengers could wait for a long time.

“My suggestion is that the bus should be punctual. The person who faces a long waiting
time on several occasions will shift to other modes of transport” (Male, Current User,
Group 2).

5.3.2. Marketing Strategy Interventions

Some current users came up with several suggestions on marketing strategies pertain-
ing to possible collaborations between service providers and institutions to promote the
free bus service.

“How about promoting the bus service to students? Go to the institutes or schools, brief
the students about the routes and attraction places, and at the same time, allow them to
try the routes...for example, we can try together with friends or teachers after a school
session” (Female, Current User, Group 4).

“Distribute free pamphlets in the nearby neighbourhoods. Make more social media
announcements about the special or positive things about the service and attraction
places. Educate through a campaign using social media” (Female, Current User,
Group 5).

“Set up a campaign such as a ‘use a bus day’ for students involving the operators and
institutions” (Male, Current User, Group 6).

Some of the potential respondents also proposed that service providers identify young
people’s attractions along the routes and use the places to promote the use of the bus
service. For example:

“Do a market survey for the marketing strategy. Understand where young people want to
go, at what time, study the possible routes that could attract them, use the attractions for
those routes. For example, there are McDonalds nearby the routes where the young people
like to socialise and dine together with friends.” (Female, Potential User, Group 1).

5.3.3. Add Attraction Value

Some of the current and potential users recommended Wi-Fi networks, real-time
information, and additional rewards to use the bus service.

“Include Wi-Fi on the bus. Young people will like it!” (Male, Current User, Group 1).
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“My suggestion is to provide real-time data, at the bus stops, on the website. Touch screen
panels at the bus stop, at first people will be impressed with the advanced technology
and this will attract them to use the service. This is because they will believe that public
transport has already been improved” (Male, Current User, Group 3).

“More time riding the bus, more earned points that can be redeemed for free food, free
tickets, free services, or a free data plan. Young people like that. They are usually
impressed with ‘cool’ things” (Female, Potential User, Group 6).

6. Discussion

This study employed FGDs to investigate young adults’ perceptions of free bus
service in Penang. Our respondents in this study were students from higher institutions
that agreed to volunteer in the FGDs. The results indicated three main findings: (i) the
general perceptions of the free bus service, (ii) the factors affecting bus ridership, and (iii)
the suggestions to increase ridership of the free bus service.

In terms of the general perceptions towards the bus service, we divided the findings
into two parts, namely positive and negative perceptions. All respondents supported
the free bus service because, as students, they are considered as a no-income group. Our
respondents believed that the free bus service in Penang also benefits the certain social
groups as well, parallel with previous studies in developed countries [10,14,16]. The
service also allows young people to socialise with their friends at a lower cost, similar to
previous studies that state that free bus services serve as a meeting place that provides
social inclusion for young people [9,74].

The respondents also perceived that the bus service is safer compared to other modes
of transport, especially motorcycles. This is maybe due to the high intention of young
people to ride motorcycles recklessly [75] and the high rate of motorcycle accidents involv-
ing young adults in Malaysia [76]. This observation indicates that the respondents had a
high awareness of road safety issues in Malaysia, showing that the safe and efficient bus
service may attract more young people to use the bus. Moreover, the participants noted
that the use of buses is an important step to combat pollution and traffic congestion in the
city, demonstrating their awareness of sustainability issues. A previous study supported
this, observing that young people in Penang have high awareness and intention towards
pro-environmental behaviours [77].

Nevertheless, potential users perceived the bus service as unreliable with regard to
punctuality, which affects their waiting time. This unreliability is said to be the main cause
of low ridership, and the participants suggested that better punctuality will attract more
young riders. This finding has been corroborated in many studies [49,52]. This study
also observed that current users are more concerned about the punctuality of the service
compared to potential users, in line with previous studies [49,78].

In terms of bus routes and access to information, the participants claimed that some
of the routes are impractical and the information on routes and schedules is inadequate,
hindering people from using the service. This also confirms the results of previous stud-
ies [53,54]. Some of them suggested, to improve these factors, ensuring that the information
is accessible through mobile applications and websites. Ridership could also be increased
if there is real-time information on the bus service [79,80]. Additionally, some riders
suggested free Wi-Fi on buses and at bus stops to attract young people. This is in line
with a previous study [81] that observed that access to Wi-Fi can increase public transport
ridership. There was also a suggestion for rewards based on the regularity of using the
bus service, as earning and redeeming points are appealing to young people. A study in
Brunei agreed with this, as it was observed that students from a higher level of education
are likely to use buses to enjoy the rewards [82].

The participants also suggested that the service should be promoted to school and
higher institution students by encouraging young people to use the service with their
friends. Those who have experienced free public transport are more likely to have a
positive perception towards the service, increasing their intention to use the bus [17].
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Decorating the buses and bus stops can also increase ridership—in South Korea, bus
ridership has been successfully increased by a bus makeover in Seoul, based on a television
series [83]. The marketing strategy should also emphasise the safety issues of buses, which
were noted as safer than motorcycles by the participants themselves.

This study has several limitations. The participants were from higher educational
institutions, disallowing generalisation to school students and young working adults.
Moreover, there was an imbalance between the number of current and potential users,
as well as gender, due to the voluntary nature of participation. This study also did not
consider vehicle ownership, alternative modes of transport, or financial condition of the
respondents, which may have had an effect on the participants’ perceptions towards the
free bus service. In addition, some of the routes of the CAT free bus service in Penang do
not have higher learning institutions and schools. Therefore, future studies should include
FGDs with other groups of passengers on each route and compare the findings.

7. Conclusions

Free bus services in developing countries are not common, as their citizens favour
private vehicles such as cars and motorcycles. However, for low-income people and
students, a free bus service can become their backbone for travelling in a city. Therefore, the
state government of Penang subsidised the free bus service to several localities, including
Nibong Tebal. However, the number of riders is not achieving the target; thus, it is necessary
to understand the fundamental problems causing the lack of ridership, or else the initiative
will be wasted. This study aimed to identify the factors that affect passengers’ perceptions
of the public transport service. Four important aspects emerged from the analysis, focused
on free, reliable, informative, and attractive bus services.

Our work found that a free bus service is not the only factor to attract ridership
from young adults. Young adults demand a reliable bus service, noting the amount of
time wasted waiting at a bus stop. Millennials also prefer to be connected to an online
network for real-time information and tend to be frustrated if they fail to acquire exact
information on the attractions along bus routes, real-time information of the bus, and
the exact departure and arrival times. They are also interested in appearing “cool” and
“trendy” while using transport; thus, the bus service needs to achieve the level of symbolic
status. We also suggest improving the visibility of the free bus service through marketing
interventions, joint-venture campaigns between the operator and academic institutions,
and organising related events.

For future research, this study suggests the inclusion of school students in an in-depth
interview or an FGD. This must also consider the balance between genders to explore
the issues from male and female perspectives. Other factors that should be considered
are vehicle ownership and alternative modes of transport to address the opinions and
suggestions on how to improve the quality of the bus service from the participants that
possess private vehicles. The factors above should be addressed to improve the free bus
service in order to attract young people to use the bus as their main mode of transportation.
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