Study transport modalities short trips

Why the car, why the bicycle?

When trying to make cycling more attractive, either to limit car use for short trips or not, one has to know why people sometimes take their car for a particular trip, and sometimes their bicycle. There is already a lot of knowledge on this subject in the Netherlands; relative speed of the bicycle, fear of traffic accidents and parking spaces and parking charges for cars all play a role, as well as the weather, the amount of luggage and how busy people are. Moreover, all designers know the five main requirements for bicycle-friendly infrastructure by heart. Yet it is often remarked that people do not reach their decisions in such a rational and technocrat way. Their motives are thought to be more ‘soft’. Recently a new source has been added to the knowledge on motives. This proves that people in choosing their bicycle, do so for positive reasons, to a large extent. They feel cycling is healthy, good for the environment, fast, fun, normal, familiar and cost-effective. So there is nothing, least of all their own inhabitants, to stop local authorities from conducting active bicycle policies, at least for their own inhabitants.

To support the decentralised short-trips policy the Ministry of Transportation and Public Works has recently had a study conducted into the motives traffic participants have when choosing from the various transport modalities for short trips - up to 7.5 kilometres. Knowledge of these motives might give local authorities something to go on when attempting to make bicycle use more attractive, partly as an alternative to the use of a car. The results of this study will shortly be published by Adviesdienst Verkeer en Vervoer, but an interim-report provides interesting information to anyone trying to figure out why people cycle or not. This is a report on a written questionnaire circulated among people aged 19 and over, living in a household with at least one car available. The net sample survey of 1021 people is representative for the variables degree of urbanisation, size of household and region.

Car and bicycle

All 1021 respondents use the car themselves, 955 possess a bicycle and 464 sometimes use public transport. Concerning the frequency of use of either of these three transport modalities for short trips - see Table 1 - only one conclusion can be drawn: choices are almost exclusively between car and bicycle.

Table 1. Frequency of use for short trips of car, bicycle and public transport, in %

	frequency of use
	car
	bicycle
	public transport

	several times a day
	  19
	  24
	    3

	once a day
	    9
	    6
	    1

	several times a week
	  42
	  29
	    6

	several times a month
	  16
	  17
	  17

	rarely
	  11
	  20
	  43

	never
	    1
	    3 
	  30

	total
	100
	100
	100

	
	n=1021
	n=955
	n=464


And these two are nicely balanced for short trips. For people with children below the age of twelve the balance slightly tips towards the car, for women and the elderly towards the bicycle. A familiar picture that also always appears in the CBS study into transportation behaviour.

Trip motives

Table 1 refers to all short trips, regardless of motive. To discover which arguments are used to prefer bicycle or car for short trips, respondents were subsequently questioned about five trip motives. For each motive they were asked to indicate their transport modality and the corresponding arguments: if you make a short trip for this reason, why do you sometimes prefer the car and sometimes, for the exact same trip, the bicycle? Table 2 indicates that for this specific question and these specific trip motives the car was used slightly more often (relationship 55:45) for trips up to 7.5 kilometres, than the bicycle. How much more often differs for the various motives. But it is clear that the group of respondents includes more hardened motorists than cyclists.

Table 2. Choice for car or bicycle for trips up to 7.5 kilometres, by trip motive (number of respondents and %)

	
	occasional short trip
	never by car
	sometimes car, sometimes bicycle
	never by bicycle

	
	for this particular short-trip motive!

	motive
	number
	%
	number
	%
	number
	%
	number
	%

	shopping
	842
	100
	  98
	12
	493
	59
	251
	30

	transport children
	253
	100
	  16
	  6
	177
	70
	  60
	24

	sport and clubs
	460
	100
	131
	28
	189
	41
	140
	30

	pleasure
	487
	100
	  60
	12
	236
	48
	191
	39

	commuting
	268
	100
	  77
	29
	107
	40
	  84
	31


After the determination of the number of times car and bicycle are chosen, the real question is posed: why the car, why the bicycle? In order to receive an answer to this question, a number of possible arguments has been presented to the respondents, for each motive. These arguments derive from previous literature studies and interviews and (group) discussions with approximately 60 people. In order to have an idea of the arguments respondents felt were important or not, the arguments for the most common motive ‘shopping’, are presented below, with the respondents’ scores.

Shopping

To people preferring their bicycle over the car for a short shopping trip arguments in the fields of health, environment, small amount of purchases and enjoyment of cycling play a role. But also traffic-related considerations, such as speed of travel by bicycle, not having to look for parking space and parking charges to be paid, see Table 3

Table 3. Arguments to prefer the bicycle over the car for making a short shopping trip (n=591)

	argument
	(very) important (%)

	cycling is good for my health
	77

	cycling is good for the environment
	70

	just getting a few daily purchases
	69

	I like cycling
	68

	I travel faster by bicycle
	61

	I won’t have to look for parking space
	56

	I am used to travelling by bicycle
	47

	parking a car costs money
	38

	bicycle provides a good overview of traffic
	29

	I don’t have a car at my disposal
	22

	other people cycle to the shops as well
	  5   


To those preferring their cars to go shopping, the main argument is the amount of purchases. Bad weather and easy and cheap parking at the shops are also important considerations. Few offer the argument that they don’t like cycling, see Table 4.

Table 4. Arguments to prefer the car over the bicycle for making a short shopping trip (n=744)

	argument
	(very) important (%)

	I have to transport large amounts
	90

	the weather is bad
	79

	it is easy to park at the shop(s)
	70

	parking is free
	58

	I have to visit several destinations and have little time to go from one to the other
	55

	car is comfortable
	53

	distance is too far to cycle
	49

	I have to be back in time
	43

	I’m used to taking the car
	33

	the car is right in front of the door
	26

	I feel traffic is dangerous
	14

	I do not like cycling
	10

	other people drive to the shops as well
	  3


Overall

For the other four motives investigated - transporting children, going to sports and clubs, going out and commuter traffic - the scores for the arguments to decide in favour of bicycle or car are almost identical. Of course several specific arguments appear for the various motives. ‘I want to learn my children to cycle in traffic’ is essentially no argument in favour of the bicycle for the motive of going out, in the same way that ‘at least I can safely drink a beer’ is not relevant for the motive of transporting children. It is beyond the scope of this article to list all arguments here
. In the scores three partly overlapping clusters of arguments for choosing bicycle or car for a specific trip may be distinguished:

- arguments of a personal nature, hardly to be influenced by traffic or transport policies: it is healthy, good for the environment, socially safe, not much time, the weather.

- arguments that have developed thanks to current policies, although they are of a personal nature: fast, fun, habit, comfortable. If cycling would be tedious and very dangerous and only possible on a rough strip by the side of the road alongside busy and noisy car traffic, not many people would be in the habit of cycling and enjoying it. It is precisely because of good bicycle facilities that have been implemented in the past, that positive choices in favour of cycling persist. Nevertheless people often prefer to use their car for a visit to their neighbourhood shopping centre when there are plenty of, preferably free, parking spaces and only walls and flagpoles to park a bicycle against.

- arguments that are highly rational and related to the level of available infrastructure and other (traffic) facilities: speed of travel, parking opportunities, costs, feelings of safety (or not), chance of accidents, travel expenses refund.

Policy

With everyday traffic engineering instruments the arguments from the second and third cluster can be influenced very well. These instruments provide after all concrete opportunities in the fields of car parking policy (capacity and charges), safety and directness of bicycle routes, bicycle parking policy and prevention of bicycle theft. In particular parking and bicycle policies may strongly affect the circumstances that make cycling over short distances more attractive and using the car - mainly relatively - less attractive. So there are a number of choices to be made at a local policy level, both by officials and politicians!

If these choices are actually translated into measures, chances for these to be effective are good, as both the arguments in favour of the bicycle and in favour of the car reflect a positive and non-negative attitude respectively towards bicycle use. People obviously choose their bicycles for a multitude of - mostly positive - reasons. For them cycling is apparently something agreeable: healthy, good for the environment, fast, fun, normal and familiar. Local authorities may effortlessly match their bicycle policies to this by means of safe, comfortable and fast routes and bicycle parking facilities that are equipped with anti-theft provisions.

Source: Fietsverkeer, February 2004, nr. 8, pp. 3-4

� The report will soon be available on the website of Adviesdienst Verkeer en Vervoer: www.rws-avv.nl





