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ABSTRACT
This paper reports on a scoping study into the nature of car dependence in the UK.  The primary aims of the study were to gain deeper insight into the changing nature and causes of car dependence over the last twenty years, to consider whether dependence is a useful way of characterising the situation, and to identify the likely economic and social consequences of moving beyond the current voluntary interventions that are primarily being use to encourage people to reduce their car use and to adopt alternative more sustainable modes, towards more coercive/non-voluntary future interventions, such as road pricing or carbon taxation..  The study involved four interactive stages: a literature and policy review; time series analysis of data from the UK National Travel Survey 1995/6 to 2005/6; interviews with key local stakeholders; exploratory focus group exercises with selected members of the general public. This paper is concerned with the findings of the literature review and exploratory focus group exercises only.  A full report of the study and supporting working papers can be found on the RAC Foundation website www.racfoundation.org.uk.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1995, the UK-based RAC Foundation for Motoring published an influential report “Car Dependence” [1], based on work led by the ESRC Transport Studies Unit at Oxford University.  The study focused on the travel behaviour and decision making of individuals and households in the context of a range of institutional and policy factors that might influence this. The study was based on the analysis of a number of different national and local area surveys and qualitative interviews.  The main geographical focus for the research was the UK but with some additional comparative analysis of American, Dutch and international data.  

Over a decade later, voluntary behaviour change programmes in the UK are reportedly achieving a reduction in car use of around 10% in the trial areas [2], in the short term.  However, overall car ownership and use is still slowly rising with a notable spread, over the last twenty years, to traditionally non-driving sectors of the population, namely lower income households, women between the ages of 18 and 65 years and men of 65 years and over
.  In 1988/90 60% of people (of all ages) did not drive but this had reduced to less than 55% by 2001/04.  

Our analysis of the UK National Travel Survey suggests that, whilst very few people in the UK could accurately be described as being completely ‘car dependent’ (i.e. as having no other viable transportation option available to them), a huge number of individuals and households in the UK do appear to have highly car dependent lifestyles. For example, the 2005/6 survey demonstrates that, on average, drivers tend to use their cars for around seven out of ten of all trips and nine out of ten of shopping trips.  
The data also identifies that, although car ownership is still closely related to personal income, this relationship is weakening over time as low-income households have more rapidly acquired cars in recent years.  Meanwhile, the size of a city growing importance in explaining patterns of car ownership, with rural areas showing the highest car ownership.  Car ownership has also grown the fastest in areas with the poorest public transit accessibility.  
Increasing public and political concern in the UK about climate change, energy security and the social exclusion of low income and ageing populations, as well as localised issues such as traffic congestion, poor air quality hotspots, are leading to growing pressures to reduce car use, potentially by much larger amounts than are likely to be achievable through the current voluntary mechanisms.  The study aimed to examine the likely economic and social consequences of moving to more coercive measures to reduce people’s car use over the next five to ten years, with a particular focus on the likely lifestyle and livelihood effects on those groups that are already marginalised or disadvantaged within UK society or are most at risk of becoming so.
METHODS
The five key tasks for the Phase 1 scoping study were to:

1. Conduct a critical review of the literature pertaining to car dependence published over the past decade (since the previous RACF report), and research on the economic and social impacts of car restraint policies. This would include reference to ‘new’ issues, such as obesity, social exclusion and climate change;
2. Undertake analysis of the National Travel Survey (NTS) data between 1995/6 and 2005/6 (latest available data) in order to identify differences in patterns of car use and how this has changed over the last twenty years.  Also to identify, as far as the data allows the causes of car reliance for particular trips and factors contributing to car use for particular journeys;
3. Undertake exploratory discussions with a small number of leading local authorities  to review their experiences and discuss the possibility of carrying out some further case study work in contrasting areas;

4. Carry out a programme of focus groups with selected members of the public to explore their perceptions of issues raised by our research.  
5. Develop a conceptual framework to guide the Phase 2 research and make recommendations regarding the nature and methods for this.
This paper reports on the outcomes and key findings from the literature review and focus group elements of these methods.  
Literature review
The literature review primarily focused on the international academic literature on car dependence and car dependency culture, but also encompassed consideration of the wider body of literature concerning human behaviour change and the influencers of this both inside and outside the transport discipline.  It also included limited consideration of experimental and observational studies of changes in people’s car use behaviour in response to applied interventions or external influencing factors, such as increased fuel taxes. 
Focus group exercises
Five focus groups were conducted with randomly selected members of the public, who were recruited according to a pre-determined set of recruitment criteria (see 1-5 below); two were held in Nottingham in the East Midlands and three in Banbury in the South East of England.  The discussion were entirely exploratory in nature, as the key aim of these exercises was to gain an initial insight into people’s perceptions of their car use behaviours and the likely impact that enforced measure to reduce car use might have on their economic and social well-being.  The five groups were specifically selected for their potential to comment on this issue, due to their given personal and lifestyle situations in relation to car acquisition and voluntary or imposed cessation of car use.  The groups were identified as follows:

1. Voluntary switchers – these were people of a range of ages who had made a voluntary switch from their cars to public transport for some journeys as a result of reduced fares or free bus tickets that were recently introduced by Nottingham City Transport.

2. Banned drivers – these were people of a range of ages, living in Nottinghamshire, who had received an enforced driving ban of over six months in the last year.

3. Over 75 years drivers – these were elderly drivers living in and around Banbury (Oxfordshire), who might be considering giving up driving in the near future for reasons of their age.

4. New drivers – these were young people of between 18 and 25 years living in and around Banbury, who had passed their tests within the last year.

5. Non-car owners – these were people living in and around Banbury in non-car owning households and without regular access to a car. 

The groups took place during the first two weeks of September 2008 and each discussion was approximately two hours in duration.  The topic guide was designed to probe both the actual travel patterns, daily activities, attitudes to transport, perceptions and experiences of car use of the people who participated in them, as well as their travel, activity and lifestyle responses to three potential future scenarios in relation to their car use, namely:

1. Where the cost of motoring is significantly more (at lease double) as a result of continuing increases in petrol prices due to global barrel price increases;

2. Where additional cost is placed on the use of cars through either road user charging or place-based congestion or parking charges;

3. Where their car use is restricted due to petrol rationing or the introduction of a personal carbon allowance.

We were particularly interested to find out how the participants thought their lifestyle would be affected and what they saw as the key benefits and disbenefits for themselves, their families and dependents and wider society of a transition to a less car reliant lifestyle.  
THEORETICAL CONCEPTS OF ‘CAR DEPENDENCY’

The study began with a critical review of the theoretical literature pertaining to people’s travel choices and apparent dependence on car based travel, not only as individuals but as a society as a whole.  It identified a number of distinct discourses in relation to this, but also a blurring of the terminology of ‘dependence’ across a wide spectrum of different meanings.  The key aspects of these discussions are summarised in the following sections of this paper.
The physical and psychological benefits of car-based travel

Clearly there are huge advantages to be gained from car-based travel in terms of the access it offers individuals to key economic and social activities that, arguably, could not be as well served by other forms of transportation.  Numerous textbooks and academic articles refer to this as a derived demand, implying that it is not the car travel itself which is the primary benefit, but rather the opportunity to access goods and services that it allows.  Conversely, Mokhtarian et al [3] argue that travel has an intrinsic positive value in and of itself, which is largely overlooked by theorists and practitioners alike.  In their paper, they identify a number of scholarly articles dating back to the early seventies which describe a positive relationship between the attributes of mobility, freedom and variety.  Other commentators of people’s car use behaviours also concur with this view.

For example, Hupkes identifies man as essentially mobile, finding that 
‘…he cannot easily stay indoors all day long’ and is in need of ‘…a change of environment, being in movement, the sensation of speed and freedom, the excitement of handling a powerful vehicle, feeling of pride and ownership of such a vehicle, etc.’ .  
(Hupkes, 1982 quoted in Mokhtarian et al, 2001: 357)
In their recent report for Transport for London (TfL), Steer Davies Gleave (SDG) [4] describe car dependency as a lifestyle and find that once people have experienced the benefits of the car it will become ever more integrated into their lives.  They suggest this is because the car works at many levels both functional and aesthetic, which in combination lead to it being largely used out of habit with little thought for any alternatives that might be available.  However, they also find that it is not the actual car that most people are dependent on but rather what it delivers in the context of our time constrained, dispersed and highly security aware lifestyles.

Car use, ‘dependence’ and ‘dependency’ culture

Featherstone [5] notes, however, that there has been a shift in the way the car is constructed as a consumer object over time, identifying three main phases, each related to a particular theoretical model of consumption. In the first phase (1900 – 1925); the era of the large, specialist crafted luxury commodities, cars are seen as upper class status symbols in common with the then popular theories and models of class distinction (e.g. Marx and Weber). The second stage of thinking is during the era of mass consumption between 1925 and 1960, where the appearance of mass produced cars fits with the then dominant theories of mass culture and pseudo-individuality arising out of the Frankfurt School.  The third phase from 1960 to the present, where the car is seen as a part of a fragmented series of subcultures in which a whole range of new types of vehicles emerge targeted to small niche markets fits with now popular postmodernist theories of explanation with their focus on identities, cultures and the signs ands co-signs of media messaging. 

It is within this latter phase that writers such as Urry [6] discuss and Featherstone [5] set out their theories of automobility and describe the hyper-mobility of today’s society as a culture of car dependency.  An overview of these sociological texts, identifies that in using this terminology they are primarily describing the spatial and temporal reorganisation of society around the car over time. This is what Kuhm [7] refers to as a spiral and self-organised process, whereby the car becomes a structural prerequisite for the organisation of everyday life, while at the same time the variety of forms of everyday action becomes the structural prerequisite for the expansion of the car.  From this point of view, it is society rather than the individual, which is locked into a culture of dependency, which Urry goes as far as to describe as:
“… a Frankenstein-created monster, extending the individual into realms of freedom and flexibility whereby inhabiting the car can be positively viewed, but also constraining car ‘users’ to live their lives in spatially-stretched and time-compressed ways …. Automobility coerces people to juggle fragments of time in order to assemble complex, fragile and contingent patterns of social life, patterns that constitute self-created narratives of the reflexive self.”

(Urry, 2000: 4)

It difficult to assess from the literature, however, at what point people’s car use behaviours at the individual level can be described as merely a perceived reliance or when this reliance becomes an actual dependence or, indeed, when it may be considered to be an effective dependency on, or addiction to, the car.  It is clear from the literature that what is being describe is actually a spectrum of behaviours and a huge degree of subtlety needed to be employed in determining whether an individual or household is genuinely car reliant or merely wedded to their car because of habits, social norms and other non-physical factors.  
Firstly, there is a clear need to make the distinction between people’s generalised car use behaviours and travel trends, car reliant trips (those where no alternative form of transport is available), car dependent activities (those which cannot reasonable be undertaken without a car, such as shopping trips or complex trip chaining activities), car trips that are open to behaviour change but which are currently constrained by intervening factors such as cost, poor alternative transport availability or other barriers to behaviour change and almost addictive driving behaviours.  
Table 1 categorises the different uses of the term car dependence that have been identified through the literature review.  This list is not exhaustive and the categories are not mutually exclusive, but the table serves to illustrate that we need to be clear exactly which of these behaviours we are dealing with, in that what motivates one of these may be entirely different to what motivates another.  
In his editorial to the Journal of Transport Policy in 1995, Goodwin [8] noted a wide variation in the extent to which people rely on their cars, as well as how they feel about this reliance. At the one end of the distribution are the journeys where the car is the only available mode or the individual is constrained from using another mode for reason of disability or load. At the opposite end, are the situations where people are fully aware of the alternatives and could easily use them but actively resist doing so.  
In his study of the effect of land use strategies on automobile dependence in Boston, USA, Zhang [9] identifies Newman and Kenworthy as the first to coin the phrase ‘automobile dependence’ in the planning field in their 1989 manual Cities and Automobile Dependence.  Their use of the term referred to the phenomenon of car-oriented land use and the dominance of the car for urban travel in the context of US cities due to low density sprawl.  Several critics of their work have argued that it is not only low density but also income, petrol prices, levels of public transport subsidies and the availability of transport alternatives to the car.  In particular, Brindle [10] argued that the extent of car usage should not be confused with car dependence ‘which implies the absence of will or choice’ (p.129).  

Zhang’s paper [9] also offers a useful synopsis of the spectrum of ways in which car dependence has been used within the literature since Newman and Kenworthy.  In his own empirical research he characterises automobile dependence in the context of an individual’s choice of mode: a two-stage sequential process whereby s/he considers the feasible choices available and then selects the best option from this choice set.  However, Litman [11] argues that current car use in the US is not an accurate reflection of consumer choice due to the numerous distortions and perverse incentives in the market that encourage excessive private vehicle use.  

THEORIES AND MODELS OF CAR USE BEHAVIOURS
Models are often a useful way of capturing and conceptualising the many factors influencing human behaviours.  There have been several important attempts to model car use behaviour, which offer considerable insight into the myriad of interwoven influencing factors which contribute to car reliance and how this can cross over into a form of social dependency.  For example, Bamberg and Schmidt [12] operationalised three different models of behaviour (Schwartz’s Norm Activation Theory (1977), Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) (1991) and Triandis’s Theory of Interpersonal Behaviour (TIB) (1977)) to assess which best explained the car use behaviours of university students when travelling to their campus in Boston, USA.  These three models were selected because they consider controversial core issues raised within the psychology of behaviours literature, namely:

Are proenvironmental behaviors mainly normative, moral behaviors (due to the norm activation model) or mainly guided by the calculation of personal utility and costs (theory of planned behavior)? Is the enactment of everyday environmentally relevant behavior mainly under conscious control (theory of planned behavior), or is it activated in a more automatic, habitualized fashion (theory of interpersonal behavior)?
(Bamberg and Schmidt, 2003: 266)

Their headline finding is that Triandis’s Theory of Interpersonal Behaviour (TIB) proved to be the best predictive model of car use.  They thus concluded that habit – the key feature of the TIB model (or rather an habitual choice process that, although first rooted in initial considerations about pros and cons, then evolves into routine-shaped automatic associations between stimulus situations and habitually chosen options), proved more influential in determining the end behaviour of car use than even the intention to use a car (as determined by Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour).  In addition, the study found that ‘role beliefs’ (what a type of individual like me should do) were much more influential than ‘subjective norms’ (what society says I should do) in determining outcomes. The upshot of this analysis is that, for these university students at least, Schwartz’s moral (including pro-environmental) principles did not have a significant impact.

Partly in contradiction of Bamberg and Schmidt’s findings, in their meta-analyses of 23 unique datasets which measured car use behaviour and/or intentions, Gardner and Abraham [13] found that in addition to habit, intention and personal behaviour constraint has a large effect on individuals’ decisions on whether or not to drive. Their analysis thus largely endorses the Ajzen’s TPB (1991), which suggests that behaviour is determined by intentions, which in turn inform attitudes based on a person’s perception of the consequences of, and control over, their own actions. 

However, they also suggest that:

The emphasis of the TPB on rational agency may fail to adequately capture effects of habit on repeated car use decisions: unlike deliberative cognitions, habits refer to cue-response behaviour initiated outside of awareness [and that, therefore] future TPB applications might benefit from supplementing car use cognitions with measures relating to non-car travel. 






(Gardner and Abraham, 2008: 8-9)

The authors go on to suggest that people’s reluctance to adopt alternative transport modes may result more from the perceived unattractiveness of alternative options than the appeal of the car. However, they also warn that car drivers may form negative attitudes towards these alternatives based on imperfect information about and/or lack of personal experience of them.

Consistent with this conclusion from Gardener and Abraham [13] a number of other reviews of behaviour change theory (e.g. Jackson, 2005 [14] and Darnton 2004 [15], 2006 [16]) have recommended that it is important to address external barriers to change before (or at the same time as) trying to influence the more difficult personal barriers such as people’s habits, attitudes and social norms.  

The literature also suggests that different population groups may be more susceptible to different types of interventions.  Anable [17] advises;

‘The combination of instrumental, situational and psychological factors affecting travel choice will differ in distinct ways for distinct groups of people’

(Anable, 2005: 66)

This was borne out in a study of car commuters by Curtis and Hedicar [18], which aimed to identify who are likely to be the best targets for travel awareness campaigns marketing public transport or non-motorised modes.  They identified that, while the vast majority of car users are not susceptible to such alternatives, a significant minority of males in their 30s who undertake short journeys to work of 5 miles or less are prepared to make the switch.  

THE LIKELY EFFECT OF REDUCED CAR USE ON LIVELIHOODS, LIFESTYLES AND WELL-BEING
The review identified that very little research has been undertaken to empirically assess the effect that enforced reductions in car use might have on the lives of the individuals affected or the knock-on effect this might have on others in their household, or indeed the wider economy and society as a whole. There is however, a wider body of literature outside the transport discipline which examines how people tend to adapt to involuntary modification to their lifestyles, such as economic crises, earthquakes and natural disasters, as well as less traumatic and shorter term disruptions such as transit strikes or station.  This literature some useful insights into people’s likely reaction to enforced car use reduction measures in the immediate and longer term. 

The effect of increased cost on people’s car use behaviours was partly examined in a study by Gray et al [19] assessing the likely impact of increases in the fuel duty escalator (which was introduced in the UK in 1992 and subsequently dropped in 1999) on rural communities in Scotland.  The study aimed to demonstrate the importance of income and isolation on car use in Scotland and to distinguish between households which are structurally dependent from those which rely on them through choice.  A variety of research methods and data sources were used for the study, including a postal survey, travel diaries and interviews and a series of focus group discussions with different population groups in the five study areas.  
The authors conclude that in the short to mid-term increases in motoring costs would have a modest impact on a sizeable number of households in rural Scotland, but for many it would be moderated by relative affluence, short travel distances and their relatively good proximity to shops and local services.  However, for more isolated rural dwellers with incomes below £15,000, who already spend a significant proportion of their income on fuel, the impact will be more severe and may act to exclude an increasing number from society.  The study advises that long distance commuters are also likely be more adversely affected and for them fundamental lifestyle changes may be needed including seeking new employment or relocation. 
It is clear from this and others disaggregate studies outside of the transport field that consider the impact of the cost of adjustment to economic shocks and other unforeseen catastrophic events, which were explored as part of this study but cannot be reported here for reasons of space, that some social groups are likely to be more vulnerable to increased motoring costs (however these are manifest) than others.
FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS WITH MEMBERS OF THE PUBLIC

The focus groups provided some useful practical insights into the degree of car dependency that currently exists within the UK in 2008 and also broadly supported the main findings of the literature review.   It is evident that such exercises can offer only a snapshot of the situation and are in no way intended as a true representation of the wider picture.  It is also important to note that the group participants were purposely sampled to reflect a particular set of personal and situational circumstances, based on their likeliness to have recently experienced some disruption to their normal car use behaviours. This clearly had an influence on their responses to some extent.  Nevertheless, it has been possible to identify some core emergent themes that are likely to be transferable to the wider population, as well as some more specific observations which can inform future empirical stages of the research.
People’s travel choices

Across all five groups (including the non-car owners), it was clear that most people preferred to use cars or be driven as a passenger over public transport and often said they preferred to walk than take a bus or train.  Public transport services (mainly buses) were generally perceived to be quite good in and around Nottingham and quite poor in and around Banbury (particularly bus services to and from the surrounding villages).  The tram in Nottingham was generally poorly perceived, as it was said to always be heavily over-crowded and thus uncomfortable to ride.

Most people in the groups who could drive and had cars available to them, used them for most trips and most of those who did not currently have cars available for reasons of either non-affordability, disability/illness or their current driving ban wished to drive to most places if they could and relied heavily on lifts from family and friends.  However, one or two people in each group could be described as ‘reluctant drivers’ in that they felt unconfident driving or did not drive very much for reasons of cost or for fitness reasons or simply because they did not much like driving.  Interestingly, three people (one woman and two men) in the ‘new drivers’ group also fitted into this category.  In addition, two people in the ‘banned drivers’ group said that they may not return to driving once the ban had been lifted for cost savings reasons.  Only one woman in the over 75s group was thinking about giving up driving for reasons of reduced confidence and perceived capability, the rest could not see themselves giving up their cars ‘in the near future’. 

Two people regularly cycled in each of the ‘banned drivers’ and ‘new drivers’ groups. Of particular note was an 87 year old man in the banned drivers group who often cycled 10-12 miles a day.  The other regular cyclists were two young men in the ‘new drivers’ and one in the ‘banned drivers’ groups.  Three people in the ‘voluntary switchers’ group said that they couldn’t cycle but would like to learn.

Perhaps understandably, the ‘voluntary switchers’ group were the most aware of and largely sympathetic to the need to control people’s car use to a certain degree and were the least resistant to policy measures to encourage this.  Conversely, most people in the ‘banned drivers’ group displayed an entrenched dislike of public transport and the idea that car ownership represented freedom and independence persisted throughout the discussion, particularly in the two youngest members of the group. Some acknowledged that public transport was regular and convenient but there was an enormous sense of frustration at the loss of personal control over their travel choices in this group.

The ‘new drivers’ group talked the most about driving around as a social activity in and of itself, although some admitted to growing out of using the car in this way once the expense was realised.  Some said they had become car dependent since the day they acquired their vehicles, but they almost all also spoke about the ‘need’ for a car because the areas in which they live are so rural.  They talked a lot about pub-based socialising and some, although not all of them, saw their car as objects of attention and status.  This also appeared to diminish with age but held true across gender.

Car reliance

In all the groups, the participants had a strong sense of what journeys were essential to their economic and social well-being and where they were using the car for reasons of ‘laziness’ or ‘convenience’.  In some case this could be quite high, as demonstrated by one participant in Arnold, who told us: 

‘Up to 80% of the journeys I use are not necessary.’ 

Male participant, voluntary switchers group, Nottinghamshire

There was the general sentiment across all the groups that once you have a car, you tend to use it even when it’s not necessary:



‘I think when you get a car, when you have a car you do become idle, you know just going to the corner shop, oh I’ll get in the car.  Whereas, normally, if you haven’t got the car you have to walk.  Before I had the car I used to walk everywhere but when I got it I just got in it just for the sake of it.  I thought well I’m paying me road tax and insurance, so…’

Female participant, voluntary switchers group, Nottinghamshire

It was pointed out that cars are expensive items and they need to be used to justify this initial outlay:

I was going to say one thing is that as we all know, when you run a car it’s very, very expensive and to just use it on a Sunday to pop out for a run and paying to go on other transport all the time seems really stupid, if you’ve got a car and it’s stood outside your house you’re going to use it.

Male participant, over 75s group, Banbury

One participant noted that cars are essentially luxury items, they make things easier but they had been able to get around before they drove: 

‘It’s the same as a mobile phone, everyone survived before, never had one before and now can’t live without them.’

Male participant, new drivers group, Banbury

Travel to work and servicing family needs such as shopping were the prime motivations for using the car across all the groups and also the journeys that people felt they could least do without in most cases.  Time pressures considered a major factor in choosing to use the car.  Children’s escort trips were also seen as a significant factor in people’s car reliance amongst the parents in all of the groups.  Some participants, but in fact very few across all the groups, expressed a feeling that they were emotionally (and possibly irrationally) attached to their cars.  
The benefits and disbenefits of driving

Although there was some discussion about the benefits of not driving, such as improved health and fitness, more social networking opportunities and cost savings, there was much greater discussion about the disbenefits.  These mostly centred on the inadequate, inconvenient and/or over-priced alternatives.  Poor bus driver behaviour was also raised as a particular concern in both Banbury and Oxford.  Loss of personal control and independence was also a big issue for many participants.  

All the participants in the ‘over 75s’ group commented upon how much driving costs had risen, including insurance and tax and felt that was now ‘an awful lot of money for what we use it for.’  They said that recently they had had to think twice before using the car.  

In the ‘voluntary switchers’ group the reduced costs of public transport through the Nottingham City Transport scheme and the benefits of all day bus tickets and the half-price children’s summer ticket were particularly noted as a positive incentive for reducing their car use.  The other regularly noted ‘softer’ benefit in the ‘voluntary switchers’ group was the opportunity for social networking that public transport allows: 

‘In terms of social networks, when I used the bus I got to know about my neighbours and got in touch with other people. I met my childminder at the bus stop.’ 

Female participant, voluntary switchers group, Nottinghamshire

In contrast, one of the young men in the banned drivers group told us:

I personally think that there is absolutely no benefits from having your licence taken away because even if you save money you’re just going to spend it on something, most of the time it’s going to be something that’s not, that you don’t need or something that’s going to be bad for you like alcohol or just that.

Male participant, banned drivers group, Nottingham

In the ‘non-car owners’ group, a large part of the discussion focused on the strong social and familial networks that need to be in place in order to be able to survive without a car. The participants in the group talked about the need to be able to offer something of themselves back; their time in the form of babysitting or cooking a nice meal to say thank you or offering to take friends out for sandwich and a coffee.  This sometimes meant that they spent more than they would have done on transport.  Feelings of being regularly came through in the discussion:

‘I hate that terrible burden you know that you, you tend to think that they’re going oh Christ, B’s going to want a lift again but they’re not but you always get that feeling that that’s what they’re thinking.’

Male participant, non-car owners group, Banbury

Gender differences in attitudes to driving

There were gender differences in attitudes to driving across all of the groups, but these were not necessarily along stereotypical lines. One young woman in the ‘banned driver group helped to dispel the stereotyping of speed and control as a male fixation when, in response to our questions about what the group liked about driving, she asserted:

‘I think the element of control, I just like going fast.’

Female participant, banned drivers group, Nottingham

It was also a young woman in the ‘new drivers’ group that was particularly involved with customising her car, but on the whole this was discussed along stereotypical lines amongst the group: 

‘Boys, they normally like to put a big noisy exhaust and things on where girls’ cars are quite cute and little.’ 

Female participant, new drivers group, Banbury
However, in the ‘over 75s’ group it was only the women who talked about their increasing nervousness about driving and who also felt that having ‘a good car’ gave them a sense of security and confidence as well as being easier to get into and drive.

Reactions to car use reduction scenarios

There were mixed responses to the three increased car restraint measures scenarios in all of the groups.  A number of people in each of the groups were willing to give up their cars given the right inducements, such as better or cheaper public transport, whilst others were more intransient.  A few people in each group were genuinely quite wedded to their cars and would be extremely difficult to persuade out of them for most trips, but even they were willing to reduce the total amount of there use if petrol prices rose more significantly than they already have or if other charges were put in place.  
It was noted that some people had already adjusted their car use, changed the size of their vehicle or now car shared as a result of the expense of running a car. 
‘To some extent we have cut down. We’ve got to a point where we think before we get into the car. We do more with a single journey.’

Female participant, voluntary switchers group, Nottinghamshire

Place-based charges

There were mixed reactions to placed-based charging, with some people thinking it to be a good idea in certain places (central cities) and others very firmly against it.  Interestingly those that were most against it said that it would be the one thing most likely to encourage them not to drive into the charging area, on principle, as the following quote demonstrates;  
‘I wouldn’t pay them. I just don’t like the idea of paying these charges, congestion, toll, that would force me off the road, but it’s not likely to stop me using the car. It would stop me driving into those areas.’ 

Male participant, voluntary switchers group, Nottinghamshire

There was general agreement across the groups that public transport would need to be excellent if charges were to be introduced and that any restrictions on car use should be balanced by a substantial increase in the supply of public transport.  London was forwarded as an excellent example of where public transport is of high quality inside the congestion zone and thus people are not inconvenienced by not being able to drive their cars into the charging zone. 

Increased fuel prices

The majority of people said that a significant further increase in petrol would mean cutting down on pleasure items such as drinking or socialising.  For example, one young man in the ‘banned drivers’ group told us:

 ‘ [I’d] Cut down on drinking. Probably because it gets to a stage like when you’re getting older you tend not to really, you need your car to do things like if you have a family and stuff you’d need a car whereas you wouldn’t need to go out to enjoy yourself.’

Male participant, banned drivers group, Nottingham

On the other hand, some people just couldn’t conceive of being without their cars, no matter what the increased cost:  

‘I’d do everything I could to keep the car. I’d probably get another job. It wouldn’t bother me really, the freedom you get from your car compared to the time you spend working to provide for it just doesn’t compare.’

Female participant, banned drivers group, Nottingham

Petrol rationing

The participants recognised that in a future where petrol was scarce and might need to be rationed or travel distances restricted in some way, patterns of work would change and jobs might be taken on the basis of how close to home they were.  For instance, a long-distance lorry driver in one group said that he would consider sleeping in his lorry over-night for five days a week and only go home at weekends.  In the long term, however, he said he would consider re-locating his employment closer to home, but this would mean taking a lower paid job.  He noted that there was no chance that he would consider relocating his family closer to his job because, their quality of life would suffer due to the loss of close family and social networks locally.

The main trips that would be maintained in a reduced car use scenario differed greatly depending on people’s situations.  Shopping was thought to be the most difficult without a car across all the groups, for fairly obvious reasons, although on-line shopping was seen as a possible alternative option for some.  For older people, physical isolation and access to healthcare were a major concern, whilst for younger people it was mainly leisure activities that would be affected.  Parents in the groups identified child escort trips as one of the things that would be most likely to be compromised and visits to older family and relatives were also quite widely seen as the most likely to be compromised.  In general, people did not think that they would move home to reduce their car reliance, with the ‘over 75s’ being particularly resistant to this.

CONCLUSION
This paper has described the key findings from two core elements of a wider exploratory study into the nature and extent of car dependency in the UK.  The study does this with a view to identifying the likely impacts of more coercive future policy measures to reduce people’s car use.  To this end the literature review has identified a wide ranging debate on these issues, partly reflecting substantive differences in concepts, but often more the result of confusing and conflicting use of terminology.  An unpacking of this terminology suggests that, generally speaking, car dependence can be viewed from three perspectives:

i) The car user, and the extent to which they are reliant on car use:
a) Due to physical factors (e.g. physical disability)

b) Due to personal psychological factors (e.g. status) or peer group pressures and social practices

ii) The particular trip, and the requirements that this may place on the mode of transport (e.g. carrying heavy shopping, tools of the trade, etc.)

iii) The residential location and lifestyle of a household, and the extent to which this spatio-temporal pattern is reliant on car travel, due to the location of the selected activities and the availability of non-car modes.

The literature suggests that we must be highly aware of the different kinds of drivers both in terms of their socio-demographic characteristics, social and psychological drivers and motivations, their economic and physical circumstances and their roles and responsibilities.  The travel needs of each person will be different and the impact of enforced reductions in their car use will have different consequences for different people’s lifestyles, some people are more resilient to change that others, some more vulnerable.  

Thirdly, we can identify from both the reviewed theoretical and empirical evidence-base (as well as the limited focus group exercises) that many people are currently prepared to hold on to their existing car use behaviours even when this requires compromising other areas of household expenditure and/or  putting up with challenging driving conditions, such as congestion.  They will even do this when there are affordable and convenient alternatives available to them and we already know that these behaviours are highly resistant to change interventions.  If the literature is to be believed, there are good reasons for this and although people are acting in part as a result of habit, those habits are often underpinned by rational choices.  

Finally, it is clear, mainly from the absence of literature in this respect, that the consequences of significantly reducing people’s car use in terms of their actual lived experiences are currently very poorly understood by both academics and policymakers.  Neither do we know what the knock-on effects of reduced ability to travel might have on the wider economy, including labour and product markets.  
The focus groups exercises provided some useful practical insights into the degree of car dependency that currently exists within the UK in 2008 and broadly support the findings from the literature review.  Such exercises can clearly offer only a snapshot of the situation and are in no way intended as a true representation of the wider picture.  The group participants were purposely sampled to reflect a particular set of personal and situational circumstances and this clearly had an influence on their responses.  Nonetheless, it was clear from the discussions that most people are able to differentiate between car reliance for certain trips and the pleasure and convenience of having a car.
On the whole, however, people’s responses to both the increased cost and petrol rationing scenarios were quite unsophisticated.  For example, it was difficult to get the participants to make proper budgetary trade-offs without offering some sort of base-case situation upon which to calculate an adjustment and going into a great amount of detail about personal finances, which would have been inappropriate in a group situation.  As a result, the main impacts people talked about were largely travel based, although some interesting quality of life and wider societal impacts were noted.  It is suggested that this is largely the result of the focus group method that was applied, which did not allow a full enough in-depth exploration of this cost of adjustment issue.  It is, therefore, recommended that any further inquiries into ‘cost of adjustment’ of car use reduction be undertaken on a one to one basis, preferably using some sort of physical trade-off gaming technique.
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Table 1: A categorisation of the uses of the term ‘car dependence’ as identified in the literature
	A car reliant trip
	Where there is no other form of transport available and the journey distance is to long to walk or cycle

	A car reliant activity or journey purpose
	Where it would be difficult to make the journey another way because of carry shopping or other heavy goods or undertaking a complex multi-destination trip

	A car reliant location
	Where it is virtually impossible to access a given location by any other mode of transport or where it is impossible to live in place without a car (e.g. a deeply rural village with no local facilities)

	A car reliant lifestyle
	Where it would be difficult to fulfil all the activities necessary to maintaining a current way of life without a car

	A car reliant person
	Someone who would not be able to get around without a car because of reduced mobility

	A car convenient journey
	Where the alternatives are perceived as less attractive or unreasonable because of the additional cost or longer journey time or escorting young children

	A car dependent person
	Someone who uses their car as a statement of status or for reasons of self-esteem or identity

	A car addicted person
	A car fanatic, who talks incessantly about cars and whose whole life revolves around the need to drive.

	A car reliant society
	High and increasing levels of car use are observed among the population as a whole and where people without cars are excluded from essential activities
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� This observation is based on trend analysis from The UK National Travel Survey (NTS) 1988 to 2004 by Scott Le Vine at Imperial College, London undertaken as part of this study.
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