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6. Automobile peripheries: travel to school in
suburban London through the lens of social practice

Emilia Smeds

Abstract

Travel to school in Great Britain has undergone a drastic modal shift from walking to
driving in recent decades. This chapter examines travel to school in the case of
suburban London. The research aimed to explore social practice theory (Shove et al.
2012) as an alternative theoretical lens for understanding travel to school, in contrast
to existing theoretical and policy perspectives focusing on attitudes, behaviour and
choice (‘ABC’). 19 interviews with parents of children attending two case study
primary schools were complemented with analysis of secondary data, in order to
analyse walking, cycling and driving as competing practices for travelling to school.
Findings revealed stark impacts of spatially uneven transport investment on mobility
in the context of automobile and peripheral urban areas of London. The research
illustrates how automobility undermines walking and cycling practices, explaining the
persistence of driving despite behaviour change policies. Insufficient investment in
public transport and active travel infrastructure constrained modal choice and locked
many families into car-dependency, due to space-time constraints and trip-chaining of
travel to school, work and other activities. ‘Attitudinal’ barriers, which prevalent
ABC perspectives on behaviour change focus on, were found to be less significant in
determining travel to school. The study sheds light on why existing policy approaches
attempting to influence travel to school have limited impact and suggests new points
of policy intervention, drawing on a synthesis of time geography, sociology of
mobility and social practice theory.
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6.1 Introduction

School travel is a core feature of everyday mobility in contemporary society — a
journey to be achieved twice a day by children and their accompanying parents — yet
an often overlooked transport policy issue. The continued increase in the proportion
of children being driven to school in Great Britain, instead of walking or cycling, has
significant impacts on congestion and transport emissions, however the equity
implications of this modal shift are rarely discussed. This chapter aims to contribute
to the literature on travel to school, drawing on social practice theory, sociology of
mobility and time geography to offer insights to inform UK travel to school policy.

The chapter begins with an overview of trends relating to travel to school in Great
Britain and recent policy responses, followed by a section outlining the conceptual
framework and research design employed. Research findings on three competing
practices for travelling to school (walking, cycling and driving) are then presented,
along with data on the bundling of travel to school and travel to work and space-time
constraints faced by parents. The two case study schools are then compared for
further nuance. The fifth section discusses how the nature of spatially uneven and
predominately ‘soft’ transport investment reproduced the dominance of driving to
school compared to walking and cycling in the case study areas. The concluding
section offers some brief reflections on what social practice theory has to offer
thinking about social equity and transport.

6.2 Trends in travel to school in the UK

In recent decades, dramatic changes have occurred with respect to travel to school in
the United Kingdom . Data on modal shares for journeys to school in Great Britain for
children aged 5-10 can be found from the National Travey Survey (DfT 2013) and
Pooley et al. (2005). National statistics show a continuous decline in the proportion of
children walking to school, from 73.5 per cent of children walking to school in 1975-
76 to 47 per cent in 2012. Simultaneously, there has been a continuous increase in the
percentage of children travelling to school by car (i.e. being driven): from 15 per cent
in 1975-76 to 44 per cent in 2012. In 2012, walking thus remained the dominant mode
for travel to school by a narrow margin, while driving has increased steadily. Cycling
has been marginal throughout this period, oscillating between 1.5 per cent modal
share in 1975-6 and 2 per cent in 2012.

Furthermore, longitudinal studies document that since 1971, there has been a dramatic
decline in children's independent mobility in the UK (Hillman et al. 1990). A study of
five UK primary schools showed that from 1971 to 1990, the percentage of seven and
eight-year-old children allowed to travel to school without adult supervision declined
from 80 to 9 per cent (Shaw et al. 2012). In 2012, only 4 per cent of journeys to
school by children aged 5-10 in Great Britain were made independently (DfT 2013).
The average distance for journeys to school for the same age group increased from 1
mile in 1975 to 1.8 miles in 2012 (Pooley et al. 2005, DfT 2013), which is likely to be
outcome of a complex set of changes including greater freedom for families to choose
which school their children attend (referred to as ‘school choice’).

A large body of behaviour change policy trying to encourage ‘active’ travel to school
(walking and cycling) and counter the increase in driving has emerged in the UK.



‘Attitudinal’ theories of behaviour change by individuals (Ajzen 1991, Bamberg et al.
2003, Triandis 1977) have become popular in a range of policy domains in the UK
(Jones et al. 2013). The policy prescriptions offered by these theories point to the
need to influence attitudes and ‘break’ habit. This approach was reflected in the UK
Department for Transport’s ‘Smarter Choices’ programme of ‘soft’ transport policy
measures aiming at informing individual choices (Cairns et al. 2004), and as part this,
a national ‘Travelling to School Initiative’ (TTSI) aimed at decreasing car use and
increasing active travel through School Travel Plans (a plan produced by the school
with a set of mainly behaviour change measures) and School Travel Advisers (DfT
2003). Despite evidence suggesting that School Travel Plans had supported
substantial modal shift in certain cases, between 2003-2010 TTSI had “not had a
significant impact on average mode share figures, at an aggregate level” (Atkins
2010: 7). The impact of travel to school policy has thus been limited to date.

6.3 Research framework and design

The objective of the research presented here was to investigate the utility of social
practice theory (Shove et al. 2012), as a major theoretical development, in providing
an alternative understanding of travel to school. Attitudinal theories of travel
behaviour have come under increasing criticism (Schwanen and Lucas 2011,
Schwanen et al. 2012) and the overall empirical evidence regarding the effectiveness
of soft measures is mixed (Moser and Bamberg 2008). In a critique, Shove (2010 p.
1274) has argued that attitudinal theories adopt a so-called ‘ABC’ framework: an
account of social change “thought to depend on values and attitudes (the A), which
are believed to drive the kinds of behaviour (the B) that individuals choose [C] to
adopt”. The C is central here, indicating an assumption that travel behaviour is an
outcome of conscious and free individual choice. Shove (2010) argues that ABC
theories fundamentally misrepresent the nature of social change by focusing on
individual attitudes and behaviour, and are thus ill-equipped to engender a transition
to sustainable mobility. Considering the trends in travel to school and the limited
success of public policies in addressing these, the argument put forward by Shove
(2010) — that a new approach to understanding ‘what people do’ is needed to inform
policy-making — is of great relevance.

6.3.1 Conceptual framework

The majority of the literature on travel to school focuses on ‘modal choice’, analysing
objective variables (e.g. distance, urban form) and/or attitudes as uncovered through
survey research (Stewart 2011, McMillan 2005). Although most of the literature is not
explicitly grounded in a particular theory of behaviour, there is an implicit adoption of
the ABC framework in the focus on individual behaviour and choice.

Social practice theory adopts ‘social practices’ as the basic unit of analysis, rather
than ‘behaviour’ or the ‘individual’, acknowledging that we live largely ‘by default’,
and thus “what people do is never reducible to attitudes or choices, or indeed to
anything simply individual” (Watson, 2012 p. 2). A social practice can be defined as
“a routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to
one other” (Reckwitz 2002: 249), and in the model developed by Shove et al. (2012)
there are three types of elements that make up a practice: materials (e.g.
infrastructure, tools, physical bodies), competences (e.g. skills, know-how) and



meanings (e.g. symbolic meanings, ideas and aspirations). Enactment of a practice is
only possible when the three elements are ‘actively integrated’: where the distribution
of required competences, access to materials needed, and prevalence of the practice as
a meaningful part of daily life overlap. Applying social practice theory to travel
understands the activity of travelling by different modes as practices competing for
the finite time of the practitioner, finite space in cities and on the road network, finite
investment, as well as within discourses of safety and health (Watson 2012). Within
the automobility system (Urry 2004), this competition occurs in a context where non-
car modes and practices are subordinated and the conditions for their enactment are
undermined by the dominance of the car. Practices change when the elements
constituting them change. ‘Persistence’ of practices is dependent on the ‘recruitment’
of practitioners willing to perform them (e.g. walking to school becomes routinized
practice for a family), whereas ‘defection’ from practices could be understood as an
instance when the practice is ‘abandoned’ (e.g. family stops driving). Different
practices also link together to form ‘bundles’: “loose-knit patterns based on the co-
location and co-existence of practices” (Shove et al. 2012: 82).

Assembling a conceptual framework for understanding travel to school in suburban
London from the perspective of social practice involved two broad elements. Firstly,
the ‘three elements’ model developed by Shove et al. (2012) was used to structure
data collection and analysis with respect to three practices: driving, walking and
cycling to school, and the concept of ‘bundling’ of different practices was also
explored. Secondly, these practice theory concepts were contextualised through a
literature review on driving, walking and cycling to school and the mobility of
suburban families more broadly, from scholarly perspectives including time
geography, activity-based approaches to travel behaviour and sociology of mobilities.
This second set of literature is discussed along with research findings in Section 6.4.

6.3.2 Research design

Social practice theory has been applied in diverse ways. As per Shove et al. (2012: 4),
a practice exists simultaneously both as ‘performance’ and ‘entity’: it is performed
through individual instances of ‘doing’, but also exists as an entity as “something that
exists between and beyond specific moments of enactment”. Shove et al. are primarily
concerned with ‘practices-as-entities’ and the trajectories of these over time
(including the history of different practices). Others have applied practice theories to
understand more localised instances of practice (Barr et al. 2011, Hargreaves 2011),
however Shove et al. (2012) are somewhat critical of applications that understand
particular practices only as ‘situated moments of performance’.

This research focused on understanding travel to school journeys in the particular
context of two primary schools located in suburban West London. This chapter draws
on observational field visits and semi-structured interviews with 19 parents,
conducted in July 2014, to develop an understanding of walking, cycling and driving
to school. As such, these practices were explored in the form they took in a particular
place and time — as a microcosm of school travel in the UK — thus adopting an
approach that was more localised and less historical than that of Shove et al (2012),
while keeping the focus on practices-as-entities. The literature on travel to school
behaviour for primary school children assumes that parents dominate decision-making
regarding school travel, which is supported by ethnographic studies (Barker 2003),



and thus the research focused on understanding competing practices for travelling to
school from the point of view of parents of children attending the case study schools.
Six semi-structured interviews were also conducted with professionals from
organisations involved with travel to school policy locally or nationally.

6.4 Findings: competing practices for travel to school

This section discusses research findings generated from an analysis of three
competing practices for travelling to school: driving, walking and cycling, as well as
the bundling of other everyday practices with travel to school. A comparison of the
two case study schools is included at the end of the section.

6.4.1 Case study characteristics

Both of the case study primary schools were situated in the London Borough of
Ealing, a spatial and administrative area located in West London. Both of the schools
were state-funded, and actively promoted active travel to school in line with national
and Ealing policy. The first school was a faith (religious) school and the second a
‘community state school’. The schools are situated in a suburban context of car-
domianted urban realm, surrounded by major roads and poorly served by public
transport. The location of the schools and nearest London Underground stations are
displayed in Figure 6.1 below. An official metric called PTAL (Public Transport
Access Level) is used in London to assess the accessibility of locations, calculated on
the basis of distance to public transport stops and service frequencies (TfL 2018). The
community school is located within a residential neighbourhood, 10 minutes by foot
from the nearest Underground station (Hanger Lane), yet still has a poor overall
PTAL score (2 out of 6). The faith school is located in a less dense residential area at
the Western edge of the London Borough of Ealing, approximately 40 minutes by
foot to the closest Underground station (Northolt) and with a very poor PTAL Score
(1b out of 6).

[insert Figure 6.1]

Source: Map data © 2018 Google, markers added by author.

Figure 6.1 Location of case study schools and the nearest Underground stations
(Hanger Lane, Northolt) within wider London.

6.4.2 Comparing elements of walking, cycling and driving

Of the three competing practices, cycling was marginal, with 3 and 1 per cent of
pupils cycling to respective schools based on 2012/13 data (TfL 2013b). Cycling was
perceived as ‘fun’ but was not a normalised mode of travel to school, seen to be too
dangerous for children (meanings), with lack of segregated cycling infrastructure
(materials) and cycling skills (competences) cited. Competences did not appear to be
significant for walking and driving to school, as skills in relation to these practices
were relatively universal. Competition was thus predominately between walking and
cycling to school, with respect to meanings and materials.



Parents at both schools associated walking to school with positive meanings: walking
was perceived as ‘normal’, especially for those living near school for whom walking
‘made sense’. Other positive meanings included health and fitness benefits for both
child and parent, as well as ‘good parenting’ in some cases, supporting the findings of
previous work on travel to school (Collins et al. 2009, Zuniga 2012). There was thus
no significant evidence of what ABC perspectives would term ‘attitudinal barriers’ to
walking to school. However, despite such positive meanings, interviews also pointed
to strong fear of traffic among many parents who walked their children to school, with
reports of ‘close misses’ and erratic driving behaviour. Jacobsen et al. (2009) have
argued that studies of active travel behaviour that focus on attitudes often miss the
simple but robust influence of high traffic levels on discouraging walking and cycling.
The fear of traffic felt by parents in relation to travel to school has been highlighted in
the literature, for example by McLaren and Parusel (2012), who document how this
causes parents to ‘chauffeur’ their children, or makes walking an unpleasant
experience of ‘parental traffic safeguarding’. In line with this, parents described
engaging in safeguarding of children from traffic and the intensely stressful
experience that this made the walking journey. Previous studies have found that the
most common reason for driving to school cited by parents are poor road safety and
poor pedestrian infrastructure (Lang et al. 2011). This was also supported by the
findings. Pedestrian infrastructure deemed acceptable and safe was a key lacking
material to enable recruitment to walking as a practice, with specific features such as
quality of lighting, paving and unpleasant underpasses mentioned:

[The walk to school] is stressful, noisy, no traffic lights to cross the road up
there... It’s all a little bit scary. (Interviewee 3, community school)

Thus despite most parents having walked to school as children, and the positive
meanings associated with walking, many parents felt pedestrian infrastructure was
lacking:

I would love that the kids grew up like I grew up... I walked to school... We all
walked, you don’t drive. I want to encourage my children to walk, but there is
no place... the roads are horrible to walk on. They are so wobbly. We can’t
even walk without tripping. (Interviewee 2, faith school)

Interview data thus revealed how the lack of materials in turn shaped meanings
associated with walking and cycling to school — with inadequate infrastructure
resulting in active travel being perceived as unsafe and stressful — thus illustrating
how materials and meanings were linked as elements of walking as a practice. Visits
to the case study areas allowed for validation of parents’ perceptions of poor quality
active travel infrastructure and highway-dominated urban realm with high traffic
volumes and speeds. Walking was thus associated with both positive and negative
meanings, but materials for walking were perceived as lacking.

Driving to school was also associated with both positive and negative meanings.
There was no social norm against driving at either school, and some parents held
positive associations, with interview responses supporting the findings of previous
studies on affective dimensions of car use (Sheller 2004) such as providing a space
for ‘personal’ slow-time in the context of busy lifestyles (Freudendal-Pedersen 2009)
and ‘mothering’ in the sense of family ‘quality time’ (Maxwell 2001; Barker 2009).



Most negative meanings associated with driving were related to parking and
congestion as materials. Parking space and an extensive road network were important
materials that allowed for driving to school to be faster in terms of travel time. The
issue of limited parking surrounding schools and the associated battles of parent
drivers was a much discussed issue, which had led to four instances of defection, i.e.
families abandoning driving. Congestion was another issue, with the road network in
some cases no longer offering advantages in terms of travel time. Meanings and
materials as elements of driving to school thus showed some signs of weakening.

In summary, both walking and driving were associated with positive and negative
meanings. Negative meanings were largely shaped by the perception of inadequate
materials, rather than attitudinal’ in the sense of norms or beliefs associated with
either practice. Findings clearly illustrate how walking and cycling to school were
undermined as practices in the context of car-dominated urban form, yet driving and
automobility was also marked by some ‘cracks’. Across interviewees and in the case
of both schools, findings suggested that meanings (and competences) were not central
to recruitment, persistence and defection in relation to travel to school practices and
thus not central to determining the prevalence of each practice — instead, materials
took centre stage.

6.4.3 Bundling and space-time constraints

The research explored the extent to which practices of travelling to school were
bundled with other practices of everyday life. Pooley et al. (2005: 52) have argued
that the main change that has affected many British children's journey to school is the
“increasingly complex lives led by their parents and other family members... many
journeys to school are bound up with other activities and this affects both the nature
of the journey and the mode of transport”. Travel to school must thus be considered as
potentially linked to journeys to other activities through ‘trip-chaining’. Trip-chaining
is a well-established concept within activity-based approaches to travel behaviour
(Jones et al. 1983), which Watson (2012: 5) points out is related to the concept of
bundling in social practice theory, sharing a concern with “spatial and temporal
bundling of travel as a means to accomplishing particular activities”.

The vignette below (Box 6.1) describing the lived reality of one parent, illustrates
bundling of practices, trip-chaining and the importance of understanding travel to
school in the context of the broader mobility of parents and families. This data points
to the extent to which some parents felt their choices relating to travel to school were
limited, in contrast to the tenets of ‘ABC’ theories of behaviour.

Jessica, mother of two, faith school

Jessica is employed part-time, with one car in the family. She considers her travel
routines quite a bit. She is concerned with road safety and air quality in the area,
and is not predisposed towards driving:

“I like walking, I've always walked. I don't... particularly like driving. If we
don’t have to use the car, we won’t”




Jessica commutes to work by car when she needs to bring the children to school,
because if she didn’t, she would not make it on time to pick up the children from
school at 2.50pm — she couldn't risk taking public transport and not getting there on
time. Jessica used to work four-hour days, so she walked to school, then to Northolt
station, and got two buses to work. This would work in the mornings, but going
home she would have to leave 45 minutes early to ensure she could get on the train
and buses, which would be infrequent during the day.

“So, I started driving in [to school], purely so I could keep to work
commitments and give them the hours 1'd told them I would work, and then
to be able to get the kids on time, without worrying”

Jessica thus can’t travel by the mode she would prefer: walking, and feels that she
and other parents are dependent on their cars to cope with daily routines, and may
thus face limited choice:

“When you're working, you've got to do the huge shop as well... So many
kids have so many extra activities after school. If you have two kids, or even
three... You need the car to get around. It's not possible to walk... I think a
lot of parents have that... in an ideal world it would be nice if everyone
could walk to school, start a bit later, there would be trains and buses for us
all to get on in time to get to work”™

Box 6.1 Vignette describing bundling and space-time constraints in the case of one
parent of a child attending the case study faith school, based on interview data.

Jessica’s story illustrates how the practices of travel to school and work can be
bundled. In time geography, accessibility is understood as restricted by space-time
constraints (Héagerstrand 1970), with a ‘fixity constraint’ resulting from the binding of
activities to specific places and clock times. For parents juggling employment and
caring, existing research has argued space-time constraints are generated by ‘fixed
times’ such as school and working hours, by the spatial distribution of housing,
employment and schools (Schwanen and de Jong 2008), and by public transport
provision (Jarvis 2005). Jessica’s case lends support to these findings: the bundling of
practices is shaped by working hours and school hours as ‘fixed times’.

National UK statistics indicate that only 8 per cent of journeys to school were
followed by journeys to work (DfT 2013). Beyond the vignette above, travel to work
was mentioned by a further four parents. Although it is not possible to generalise from
the population interviewed, the findings point to the fact that for families living in
areas with similar public transport provision, the influence of trip-chaining between
travel to school and travel to work may be greater than indicated by the 8 per cent
National Travel Survey figure. This figure also contrasts with other studies: English
case studies have found that ”50% of the trips to school by car were part of a trip to
work by the parent” (Mackett 2013: 18), whereas Norwegian and US studies have
also found trip-chaining to work to be a significant factor determining travel to school
mode trends (Fyhri and Hjorthol 2009, McDonald 2008). Furthermore, the vignette
illustrates how other practices such as shopping and children’s extracurricular
activities are also bundled as part of complex everyday travel routines.




It is clear that Jessica’s attitudes towards active travel to school are positive, but she
perceives that her modal choice is limited. Her defection from walking and
recruitment to driving to school is not attributable to attitudes, as would be suggested
by current policy framings drawing on ABC theories. Rather, defection from walking
was a result of inadequate provision of public transport (reliability and frequency of
services), which in turn determined the particular space-time constraints that Jessica
had to face. Materials were again important here in explaining the prevalence of
driving. The vignette thus illustrates the consequences that poor public transport
accessibility (Section 6.3.2) can have on travel school — in this case to the faith school
studied. The differences between the two cases are discussed in the next section.

6.4.4 Comparing accessibility, sprawl and distances travelled to school

As discussed so far, findings pointed to the central role of materials in shaping the
competition between practices for travelling to school, and the role of bundling and
space-time constraints. A comparison between the two schools is made here to
describe how these factors varied between schools, analysing how differences in
accessibility, sprawl and distances travelled to school may explain diverging modal
splits, displayed in Table 6.1 below.

Table 6.1 Modal split for travel to the case study schools in the 2012/13 academic year.
indicative data retrieved from respective School Travel Plans (TfL 2013a, TfL2013b)
based on pupil ‘show of hands’.

Percentage % of pupils travelling to school by different modes, 2012/13
Car | Car-share | Park and stride | Cycle | Walk | Other

Faith school 30 10 16 3 29 12
Community 25 2 6 1 51 15
school

In the year preceding data collection, 56 per cent of pupils attending the faith school
travelled to school by wholly or partly by car (park-and-stride referring to parking
further from the school followed by a short walk), whereas 29 per cent walked to
school. In comparison, 33 per cent of pupils travelled to the community school wholly
or partly by car, with approximately half of pupils walking to school. Driving was
thus significantly more prevalent in the case of the faith school.

Comparing interview data from the schools suggests that parents at the faith school
found trip-chaining of travel to school, work and other everyday activities to be
difficult without a car, whereas parents at the community school did not. Variation in
public transport infrastructure as a material could partly explain this. As discussed in
Section 6.4.1, the faith school location has the second worst PTAL score possible in
London (1b). The community school scores higher (2), partly because it is located
within a 10 minute walk of an Underground station. Parents at the community school
indicated that trip-chaining travel to school and work, in combining walking and
public transport, was easy for them. Slightly better public transport provision is likely
to have played a role in this. Community school parents also seemed to suggest that
services could easily be accessed in the immediate neighbourhood, such as shopping



and children’s extracurricular activities provided at the school. In contrast, the faith
school is located in a more peripheral area of seemingly greater sprawl, with children
needing to be chauffeured to extracurriculars. Space-time constraints thus vary
considerably between families, which may partly explain the differing modal splits
between schools.

The difference in modal split is possibly also attributable to distances travelled to
school (by pupils from their home): in 2014, the mean distance travelled was 1.45 km
for the faith school, compared to a mean of 1 km for the community school (GLA
2018). Faith schools tend to have wider ‘catchment areas’ (area in which pupils live)
compared to other state schools. Existing research has found that distance is
significantly correlated with the prevalence of active travel to school (McDonald and
Aalborg 2009), and thus the difference in mean distance could play a role in the faith
school having a lower mode share for walking. However, the difference in mean
distances and consequent travel times (20-30 minutes, assuming a walking pace of 3
km per hour) between the two schools is not too significant. Distances perceived to be
‘too long’ for walking to school should however be examined in the context of how
much time is available for travel. The argument made in this chapter is that distance
must be understood in relation to trip-chaining and space-time constraints, rather than
as an ‘isolated’ variable determining modal choice for travel to school.

6.5 Discussion: transport investment and travel to school

The research discussed in this chapter aimed to understand travel to school through
the lens of social practice theory, but the findings on suburban mobility also offer
plenty of insights for thinking about the impacts of transport investment across space.

Firstly, the findings point to the spatial unevenness of public transport investment in
London and the implications for travel to school. Findings regarding space-time
constraints and bundled practices of suburban families’ mobility show how a lack of
investment in public transport provision for peripheral urban areas can cause families
to be locked in to car-dependency for everyday activities and thus also to be likely to
drive children to school, rather than walk or cycle. Although there was some variation
between schools, PTAL scores were very poor in both cases. A quick glance at the
online mapping tool showing PTAL scores across London (WebCAT 2018) reveals
how accessibility declines on a steady gradient as one moves outward from Central
London, and in the large areas falling between radial Underground lines. Accessibility
of suburban areas and orbital connectivity, which could alleviate the space-time
constraints faced by suburban families, do not appear to be priorities for public
transport investment. These case studies illustrate that in London, like in many other
cities globally, automobility can continue to be reproduced in suburban areas despite
investment in city centre connectivity.

Secondly, the volume and type of investment that could encourage walking and
cycling to school is also uneven across London, varying by local authority (Borough).
The funds available and prioritised for local improvements to active travel
infrastructure vary between local authorities in the UK, with a mix of internal funds
and funds secured through a ‘bidding process’ administered by the Department for
Transport. Significant volumes of funding for walking and cycling infrastructure is
thus only available in the areas who manage to ‘win’ such funding.
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‘Hard’ measures such as new infrastructure are typically much more expensive to
implement than ‘soft” measures such as behaviour change campaigns. An interview
with the Ealing Borough School Travel Advisor, who oversees policy for the case
study schools, pointed to the fact that much more funding is needed and would ideally
be available for ‘hard’ measures. In the context of fiscal austerity and dramatic
reductions to local authority budgets year-on-year across the UK, there is a risk that
the volume of funding available will cause overall investment to focus on
implementation of ‘soft’ rather than ‘hard’ measures. Research findings pointed to
how recruitment to walking and cycling is hampered by a lack of materials: active
travel infrastructure that is perceived by parents of schoolchildren as safe and
convenient to use for travelling to school. A focus on ‘soft’ measures is thus
problematic, as evidenced by the limited impact of this approach to national travel to
school policy so far (Section 6.2). A policy prescription that could arguably be
derived from the ‘three elements model’ of social practice theory (Shove et al. 2012)
is that a change in practices is unlikely to be achieved just through ‘soft” measures
that address meanings, and must be combined with ‘hard’ measures that would
improve materials for walking and cycling.

Overall, then, it could be argued that the prevalence of travel to school practices in the
case study areas are partly produced as a result of spatially uneven transport
investment. Findings illustrate how the structure — spatial location, volume and type —
of transport investment resulted in access to everyday activities, including travel to
school, only being possible by car for some families. It is questionable whether
current investment by the UK Government and local authorities will counter the
increasing prevalence of driving and declining prevalence of walking to school. Many
families in the case study areas faced limited modal choice and some could be argued
to effectively be coerced into car-dependency, seemingly lacking freedom to
determine their own lifestyles. For other families, walking or cycling to school was
the prevalent practice, however, the journey experience was associated with negative
meanings such as fear and stress due to the nature of infrastructure and urban form.
Families thus enjoy unequal opportunities for engaging in sustainable and healthy
mobility practices, and the associated benefits for physical and mental well-being. If
this is the case in London, it is also likely to be the case elsewhere in the UK, where
materials and meanings for active travel to school are even less prevalent.

Having said this, the research also points to the fact that ‘transport investment’ was
only one factor shaping travel to school. The case study comparison points to the role
of spatial planning (location of homes, schools and services in relation to each other)
in determining space-time constraints and bundling as part of everyday mobility of
suburban families. Addressing this requires planning that ensures the spatial
distribution of activities is such that it is possible to organise everyday life using non-
car modes. The role of working and school hours as ‘fixed times’, as well as the
impact of ‘school choice’ policy on distances travelled to school, were also very
important. The findings thus points to the value of the theoretical lenses employed in
this research in rethinking the scope of ‘transport’ policy.

6.6 Conclusion: social practices and social equity

Against the backdrop of the limited impact of UK travel to school policy to date,
alternative theoretical lenses to understand travel behaviour are needed. The research
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findings presented here provide an illustration of the value of understanding travel to
school in novel ways, and that employing social practice theory can highlight critical
as well as overlooked points of policy intervention.

To conclude, it seems appropriate to reflect on what social practice theory may have
to offer in thinking about the relationship between transport and social equity. As
demonstrated in this paper, the application of the ‘three elements’ model of social
practices developed by Shove et al. (2012) to analyse practices within a specific case
study context can offer a more holistic perspective on the uneven and unequal
opportunities for practising mobility, which is arguably more true to people’s lived
realities compared to an ABC lens that focuses on attitudes and individual choice.
Shove et al. (2012: 164) have pointed out that “the ABC [framework] is a political
and not just a theoretical position in that it locates both the problem and the response
as a matter of individual behaviour” and downplays “the extent to which the state
sustains unsustainable... conventions and ways of life, and the extent to which I has a
hand in structuring options and possibilities”. Through transport investment and
spatial planning , the UK state plays a role in structuring the circulation of elements
and prevalence of travel to school practices.

Theories of travel behaviour drawn on for policy-making filter down to the type of
transport investment that is made, and through this impacts people’s lives. Social
practice theory throws light on the unfairness of policy discourses prevalent in the UK
that blame parents for driving to school and focus on promoting ‘choice’ through
behaviour change policies, rather than tackling automobility through better
infrastructure and planning. In reality, choice may be limited, as illustrated by
suburban mothers’ descriptions of minutely orchestrated daily routines coerced by
automobility.

The research highlighted two social dimensions of differentiated mobility that were
not explored, but could be included in future research as intersecting with the spatial
dimension. Firstly, responsibilities for facilitating children’s mobility were strongly
gendered: the overwhelming majority of parents accompanying children to and from
school were women, and thus everyday struggles with travel to school
disproportionately affect them. Furthermore, both schools were situated in
neighbourhoods that are among the 40% most deprived in the UK, according to 2015
Index of Multiple Deprivation data from the UK government. Future research on
travel to school, and mobility in general, would benefit from attention to deprived,
peripheral urban areas.
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