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ABSTRACT

Those living in peripheral rural areas are often considered to be prone to transport poverty and inaccessibility to
activities. Previous identifications of transport poverty have been based on instrumental measures of potential
accessibility including observable factors related to the transport system, socio-demographics, and land use
characteristics. By conducting semi-structured focus group discussions with commuters, school-going adolescents
and seniors in Zeeland, the Netherlands, it has been shown that the mechanisms behind transport poverty are
also driven by individual subjective perceptions of accessibility while potential accessibility might only set the
scene for potential activity participation. These perceptions seem to be shaped by local social norms embedded in
the local context. In peripheral rural areas, social norms related to the dominance of the car seem to add to the
negative appropriation of other transport options and collective feelings of ‘left-behind’ and ‘locked out’, which seem
to contribute to the feeling of exclusion. Therefore, it can be argued that considering subjective appropriations
regarding the transport system and individual abilities, which are at least partly shaped by the local geographical
context, will add to the understanding of the nature of accessibility problems in that region and will be valuable in
designing responsive policies.
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1 Introduction

Many peripheral rural regions across Europe are confronted with declining services and populations as a result of
centralisation and urbanisation forces (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012). This entails a need to cover larger distances
to engage in activities and to reach services for inhabitants of these areas. Especially in rural areas, those with
less potential to be mobile may be constrained in participating in the economic and social life of the community
due to reduced accessibility to opportunities, services and social networks (Currie, 2010). This situation is often
referred to as ‘transport poverty’ which may eventually result in a process of social exclusion (Lucas, 2012). For
the Netherlands, it has been predicted that one in five municipalities will experience population decline by 2030
(PBL, 2019). Mobility in terms of yearly kilometres travelled per inhabitant has already risen between 2005-2015 in
peripheral rural regions facing population decline (Tillema et al., 2019). This was mainly due to increasing travel
distances and contrasts the pattern found in growing urban concentrations. The question arises how these spatial
transformations potentially impact experiences of transport poverty in these regions.

Little is known about the scale, the mechanisms behind and potential social impacts of transport poverty in peripheral
rural areas in the Netherlands (Jorritsma et al., 2018), while the Netherlands, however, pose an interesting context.



In many cases, regions that are considered to be rural in the Dutch context actually exceed OECD population density
thresholds (Haartsen et al., 2003). Additionally, Dutch rural regions have very dense road networks and close links
to urban centres. Still, some Dutch peripheral regions, including Sealandic Flanders and Schouwen-Duiveland in the
province of Zeeland, which have been selected as case study areas for this paper, show similar to other peripheral
rural regions in Europa development patterns of decline, albeit on a lower scale. With respect to transportation,
public transport services have marginalised as a result of low demand, while proposed (smart) mobility solutions
such as demand responsive transport services face many financial and organisational difficulties (e.g. Wang et al.,
2015).

Accessibility levels in Dutch peripheral areas may be considerably higher than in other more sparsely populated
and sprawled contexts in which accessibility issues have been analysed (e.g. the UK: Ahern Hine, 2012), which
potentially decreases the risk of inhabitants experiencing transport poverty. However, transport poverty and the
related participation in activities are often regarded as relative with respect to what are ‘normal’ levels of participation
and travel behaviour in the local community (Kenyon et al., 2002). The identification of transport poverty by means
of thresholds for potential accessibility based on, for example, maximum allowable travel times (e.g. Statistics
Netherlands, 2018; Jonkers et al., 2019) can therefore be considered as a highly normative practice (Farrington
Farrington, 2005) lacking the link with actual experienced accessibility. Beyond instrumental factors, an individual’s
own evaluation of mobility options is crucial in the potential to reach activities at distance (Kaufmann et al., 2004).
This appropriation may be based on, for example, (a combination of) previous travel experiences (Shliselberg
Givoni, 2018); attitudes towards modes, mediated by local social norms (Steg, 2005); and desires with respect to
what activities should be within reach (Farrington Farrington, 2005). This paper aims to unravel these mechanisms
by establishing how inhabitants of peripheral rural areas evaluate their daily accessibility barriers to services and
activities. As transport poverty and the associated exclusion are conceptually seen as geographically relative and
normative concepts with respect to local norms and habits related to travel (Kenyon et al., 2002), an understanding
of the mechanisms behind the formation of subjective perceptions, and especially the role of the local geographical
context, on accessibility may well be crucial in the evaluation of these concepts. The contribution of this paper,
therefore, is a deeper understanding on the role of subjective evaluations, which may be embedded in the local
geographical context, regarding the transport system and one’s individual competences to use this system in the
mechanisms behind the experience of transport poverty.

The evaluation of experienced barriers during daily travel is done by conducting semi-structured focus group
interviews with in total 21 participants living in Sealandic Flanders and Schouwen-Duiveland in the Dutch province
of Zeeland divided among groups of commuters, seniors and school-going adolescents. Regarding the groups studied,
commuters have been chosen as employment imposes a very dominant time-space constraint for the participation in
non-discretionary activities (Farber Pdez, 2011). A similar constraint holds for school-going adolescents, with the
addition of inevitable transport disadvantages such as not being able to drive a car. Seniors may desire very different
activity patterns and are commonly regarded as a group vulnerable to transport poverty due to decreasing mobility
competences (Lucas, 2004).

The next section will elaborate more on transport poverty in rural areas and the role of subjective insights in analysing
accessibility problems with respect to this geographical context. In section 3, the case study and methodological
approach are elaborated upon. Section 4 presents the study results which are followed by a discussion in section 5
and some conclusions and directions for furhter research in section 6.

2 Theoretical framework

2.1 Transport poverty in rural areas

Given that most activities humans engage in are dispersed across space, the possibility to access these activities
through transportation is increasingly seen as a key factor for the inclusion in society and well-being (Currie



Delbosc, 2010; Lyons, 2003; Preston Rajé 2007; Social Exclusion Unit, 2003; Stanley et al., 2011). The concept of
geographical accessibility may be at the heart of the analysis of the (im)possibility to engage in activities at distance.
Following Geurs and Van Wee (2004), accessibility can be defined as 'the extent to which land-use and transport
systems enable [... ] individuals to reach activities or destinations by means of a (combination of) transport mode(s)’
(p- 128). In this sense, factors that lie within the individual as well as geographical factors relating to the spatial
dispersion of destinations and the transport system determine the possibility to participate in desired activities. Lucas
(2012) posits that those that are transport disadvantaged (e.g. no access to car, poor public transport provision)
combined with social disadvantages (e.g. low income, low skills, ill-health, low social capital) can be considered as
transport poor. Being transport poor may impose lower participation in higher education, lower access to health
services, higher rates of unemployment and less involvement in social networks, which may result in a process of
social exclusion (Kenyon, 2011; Lucas, 2012, Mackett Thoreau, 2015; Preston Rajé, 2007; Stanley et al., 2011).
Studies identifying groups most likely to be at risk of transport-related social exclusion often list seniors, youth, the
impaired, ethnic minorities, those on low incomes and those with little or no access to cars (Delbosc Currie, 2011).

Rural areas are often considered to be particularly prone to transport poverty due to low densities, ageing population
structures and the decline of local services (Scott Horner, 2008). While facility-decline in these areas predominantly
occurs due to the absence of agglomeration benefits and competition with near urban areas which are now also
reachable for many rural residents (Bosworth Venhorst, 2018), population decline may add to the pressure on
local facilities and public services in peripheral rural areas (Van Dam et al., 2006). As a result of the dispersion of
activities mobility has become an essential part of everyday rural life (Milbourne Kitchen, 2014). Lower densities
and longer distances have, therefore, resulted in a high reliance on private car usage in rural areas, offering the
flexibility needed and expected in modern societies (Gray et al., 2001; Urry, 2004). Since most rural households
counteract the consequences of facility-decline by enhancing automobility (Steenbekkers Vermeij, 2013), public
transport has marginalised in many rural areas due to rising operating costs and budget cuts (Veeneman et al., 2015).

Rising car dependence in rural areas may have significant impact on the structuring of daily travel and activity
participation. As Farber and Paez (2011) show from a time geography perspective both theoretically and empirically,
accessibility benefits gained from access to a car may be negated by the dispersion of activities enabled by auto-
oriented development. Here, one may speak of specific geographical disadvantages in terms of distances that are at
play in the formation of transport poverty, in addition to and interacting with transport and social disadvantages
coined by Lucas (2012). In the UK, Smith et al. (2012) argued that low income households in rural areas are highly
dependent on cars to access services and are not only affected by rising fuel costs, as well as by the overall cost of
running a car. This is confirmed by Dargay (2002), who has found that rural households’ car ownership levels are
far less sensitive to motoring costs than that of their urban counterparts. Kamruzzaman Hine (2012) found that
non-car owning and low-income individuals were more limited to participating in activities within their local area
than their car owning and high-income counterparts. Especially risks for older people in rural areas have been well
documented. Results from Spain show that the rural elderly use health services almost three times less frequently
than their urban counterparts because of transport problems (Ferndndez-Mayoralas et al., 2000).

2.2 The role of subjective experiences in identifying transport poverty

While the spatial distribution of activities and the availability of transport are central elements in an individual’s
accessibility, these only represent the potential for reaching services and activities. An individual’s actual experienced
accessibility will be lower. Kaufmann et al. (2004), stress that this maximum opportunity set is constrained by
one’s appropriation of the possibility of movement (motility). This appropriation refers to perceived access and is
based on, for example, an individual’s values, norms, expectations, opinions and habits. For example, Van Exel
Rietveld (2009) found that car users systematically overestimate public transport travel times. This way, even when
an individual is capable of using a certain transport mode, this option may not be valued as such based on one’s
subjective appropriation. While perceptions may be inaccurate representations of reality, numerous studies have
found that perceptions of accessibility show more behavioural realism than objective measures (e.g. Kitamura et al.,



1997; Lattman et al., 2018; Scheepers et al., 2016).

Strong links can be drawn here with psychological analyses of travel behavior. Following Ajzen (1991), the intentions
to perform certain behaviour depend on three factors: (i) attitudes, referring to personal opinions and beliefs on the
outcomes of behavior; (ii) subjective norms, referring to opinions and beliefs on the outcomes of behavior of others;
and (iii) perceived behavioural control, reflecting the extent to which one thinks one is capable of engaging in the
relevant behavior. Someone may have positive attitudes towards the use of public transport, but may consider himself
or herself unable to make use of it, due to a lack of perceived physical and/or organisational skills, or unawareness
of its availability. Elderly, for example, have in some cases been found to have limited perceived competences with
respect to accessing public transport (Shergold Parkhurst, 2012). Also, people generally have favourable attitudes
towards car use compared to public transport, not only through instrumental motives (such as flexibility and time),
but also through affective (such as comfort and feelings of safety) and symbolic motives (such as senses of freedom
and self-control) (Steg, 2005). In this sense, perceived limitations on the potential to travel may generate lower
feelings of competence and self-reliance (Nordbakke, 2013), adding to one’s perceived constraints on mobility.

As attitudes and feelings of control with regards to transport are also influenced by social norms, the local geographi-
cal context may play an important role in the subjective evaluation of accessibility. Differing norms with regards
to transport between geographical contexts have for example been coined by Mikalis Van Wee (2018), reporting
different acceptable commuting times in the US and Europe. In rural areas, the car may be, more than in urban
regions, a reference point, while other forms of mobility may be burdened with social stigmas (see Ahern Hine,
2012; Shergold Parkhurst, 2012). When using the car is the norm, other transport options (when available) may be
less considered as a viable option. In rural areas, community transport solutions have been found to carry a social
stigma, being only for women and the ‘less able’ (Ahern Hine, 2012; Shergold Parkhurst, 2012). Relying on social
networks to meet transport needs has been found to be characterised by reluctance and undermining feelings of
self-reliance due to a creation of dependent relationships in which the individual feels indebted to the lift-giver,
resulting in skipping non-essential trips (Ahern Hine, 2012). These factors may strengthen local norms and habits
regarding travel and therewith the risk of transport poverty for the less mobile. This process has been identified in
rural areas of the UK earlier where the non-car population, despite its lower potential mobility, has adopted the same
values and aspirations as its car-owning neighbours (Nutley, 2005).

While personal attitudes towards travel and accessibility may add to the constraints regarding reaching activities,
subjective evaluations may also have a mitigating role in the mechanism behind transport poverty. Long term
limited access to transport can result in lower expectations on accessibility, as individuals tune their desires to their
environment (Delbosc Currie, 2011; Lucas, 2004, 2006). Desired accessibility would then become lower in rural
areas (Farrington Farrington 2005).

2.3 Analytical framework

Building on the theoretical discussion presented above, an analytical framework has been developed to analyse the
mechanism behind transport poverty in peripheral rural areas (see figure 1). The model builds on Lucas’ (2012)
framework of transport poverty transport-related social exclusion, in which transport disadvantages and social
disadvantages (personal competences) combined lead to transport poverty. However, a geographical component
has been extricated to emphasise the possible role of distance in the experience of transport poverty, which may
be especially important in rural areas. It may, following arguments from time-geography, be that households with
access to cars are still limited in their accessibility due to large distances to activities (Farber Paez, 2011). These
large distances can impose constraints in terms of available time to engage in multiple activities. These constraints
might especially come to the fore in peripheral rural areas, which have therefore been selected as study areas, where
distances are or perceived to be larger than in urban areas.

Furthermore, a layer concerning perceptions on the domains determining transport poverty has been added to
explicitly allow for a role of subjective experiences. Perceptions regarding the transport component are based on
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the importance of appropriation of travel options coined by Kaufmann et al. (2004), which may be formed by
personal attitudes and social norms. These may therefore include subjective evaluations of available transport modes.
Perceptions regarding the social component include one’s appropriation of one’s own skills and possibilities, such as
physical and organisational skills. Perceptions on the geography are linked to the experience of distances and one’s
travel horizons as well as local social norms influencing one’s evaluation towards accessibility. In this sense, how
the transport system, personal competences and the geographical context interact and are evaluated, influences the
perception of what is within reach.
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Figure 1. Analytical model to illustrate the relationship between perceptions of disadvantages related to mobility
and transport poverty.

3 Methods

3.1 Case study area

The areas of Sealandic Flanders and Schouwen-Duiveland in the Dutch province of Zeeland have been selected
as study areas (see figure 2). Zeeland is one of the most sparsely populated provinces in The Netherlands with a
population density of 215 inhabitants per square kilometre (Statistics Netherlands, 2019). While many municipalities
exceed the OECD-standards to be regarded ’rural’, the study areas are commonly regarded as rural and peripheral
(Haartsen et al., 2003). The region is confronted with major population and services decline (Haartsen Venhorst,
2010). It is projected for the areas of Schouwen-Duiveland and Sealandic Flanders the population will fall over 10%
in the coming decades.

A rather centralised structure of services can be identified in the province of Zeeland, which is common for peripheral
rural areas. Services and employment are centered in the main cities and villages. Additionally, the peninsular
structure of the province impose barriers to travel between regions resulting in very localised functional structures
with over 50% of the employed inhabitants in the study areas live and work within the same municipality (Statistics
Netherlands, 2017).

The main road network of the study areas is quite dense as all major population clusters are connected with each
other and near population centres outside the province by primary roads or motorways. A toll tunnel as well as a
ferry connect Sealindic Flanders with the central peninsula of Zeeland, Walcheren and Zuid-Beveland. The main
public transport network predominantly follows the same structure either through a single train link and multiple
regular serviced bus lines both on weekdays and weekends from 6AM to 10PM. Gaps in the main network are filled
by a secondary network. A so-called *buurtbus’ system (local bus), which is only available during weekdays, is
scheduled connecting smaller villages by small busses (max. 8 persons). Also, there is a bus system for (high school)
students, which is a bus service only available during peak-hours and only for high school students. Additionally,
there is a cab service available for former-existent bus stops. It runs on a regular schedule but only shows up when
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