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Chapter 25
Beyond Accessibility: Transport Systems 
as a Societal Structure Supporting 
Inclusion in Late-Life

Anu Siren

25.1  �Introduction

In their review, Walsh et al. (2017) identify transport mobility as an area in which 
older adults can experience social exclusion. However, transport is a cross-cutting 
mechanism in social exclusion: while it is interrelated with economic exclusion, it 
also constitutes an important element in community and spatial exclusion, as well 
as in exclusion from social relations, services [see Draulins and Lamura, and Cholat 
and Dacanto this volume] and civic participation. Thus, transport both allows peo-
ple to access the destinations and services they want or need and helps them main-
tain social relations, participate in society, and maintain their sense of citizenship 
and belonging in their community (Davey 2007; Musselwhite 2018).

In this chapter, I advance the idea of a transport system as part of the societal 
structures that construct and shape mobility opportunities and barriers, and, in turn, 
social inclusion or exclusion. I argue that a transport system is a societal structure 
that can support good ageing and the social inclusion of older adults, and that some 
major problems in, and barriers to, transport mobility for older adults are the conse-
quences of ageist or otherwise non-age-acknowledging policies and priorities.

This chapter begins with an overview of the relation between transport mobility 
and well-being in late-life. Next, I discuss transport as a societal structure affecting 
late-life inclusion and analyse the mismatch between current structures and actual 
needs. Finally, I discuss the interconnections between transport and other domains 
of social inclusion/exclusion.
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25.2  �Transport Mobility and Well-Being in Late-Life

Transport mobility is an important part of older individuals’ well-being. Early 
scholarship has defined an individual’s ability to manage transportation as one of 
the main areas in instrumental activities of daily living (Lawton and Brody 1969), 
and research has shown that the ability to leave the home and independently move 
about are among the essential aspects of well-being in late-life (Farquhar 1995). 
Research has also found that mobility loss in late-life causes depression and feel-
ings of social isolation (e.g. Fonda et al. 2001; Qin et al. 2019).

Mobility is a highly appreciated value in our society, partly because it enables 
people to engage in social relations and obtain a feeling of proximity (Urry 2002), 
and partly because it enables people to access the necessities of contemporary life, 
e.g. work, shopping and leisure activities. Mobility and travel greatly regulate inclu-
sion and exclusion in terms of social interaction, out-of-home activities and experi-
ences, and civic power.

Nevertheless, mobility carries more than merely instrumental value and entails 
more than the necessities or preconditions for access and social encounters. Mobility 
plays an important part in constructing the self in social and other settings and in 
giving people pleasure and enjoyment (Musselwhite and Haddad 2010). Indeed, in 
their model of the different levels of older adults’ mobility needs, Musselwhite and 
Haddad (ibid.) emphasise the affective and aesthetic needs related to travel, arguing 
that these needs have received only a minimum of awareness from policy makers 
and transport planners.

Because transport mobility in late-life entails both reaching desirable or neces-
sary destinations or services and obtaining social connectedness, we need to extend 
our view beyond accessibility issues. Accessibility problems caused by barriers to 
transport, such as the lack of access to shopping or services, can be targeted through 
single-domain interventions, such as online shopping, telemedicine and care at 
home. However, to prevent the loss of social inclusion and citizenship (due to unmet 
instrumental, affective or aesthetic needs) caused by lack of transportation requires 
a broader understanding of transport as a social structure.

25.3  �Transport as a Societal Structure

Transportation is a culturally and socially shaped dynamic system in which the 
users and the infrastructure are inter-related. The way that the transportation system 
is designed, arranged and managed reflects both our societal values and everyday 
life. In principle, a transport system is an arena open to all members of society, with 
everyone being able to arrange his or her travel in the most convenient and prefer-
able way. According to contemporary travel models, transport is the medium needed 
for individuals to satisfy their travel demand (e.g. Axhausen and Gärling 1992). 
However, if transport is discerned as a space that both constructs and is constructed, 
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one can challenge its commonly understood meaning as a mere platform for 
activities.

Foucault, as one of the first scholars to analyse public spaces, power relations 
and related meanings, has argued that constructed and built spaces hold different 
meanings for different users (e.g. Foucault 1977). In his view, a built space such as 
transport systems not only regulates and constructs social relations and interactions 
between people but also produces cultural meanings. De Certeau (1984) has anal-
ysed space both as an intersection of mobile elements and as a platform for spatial 
practices. He argues that the meanings of a given space are specifically constructed 
in the process of practicing spatial actions.

Given the constructed and constructing nature of the transport system, questions 
involving power, inclusion and exclusion arise. Who is to construct and design the 
system, and for whom? How does the system influence the lives of different groups 
of people? Can it, indeed, be an arena for everyone if the opportunities for influenc-
ing its construction are not equal?

Older adults’ marginal position in transport policy and planning may be a conse-
quence of the predominant focus on utilitarian travel demand in transport planning 
scholarship. A conventional tenet in transportation research is that travel is the man-
ifest choice derived from an individual’s activities (e.g. Axhausen and Gärling 1992) 
and that therefore the most common activities in a society are the most important for 
planning that society’s transport system. Older adults’ travel and mobility needs 
tend to be less utilitarian, less predictable and more discretionary. Parkhurst et al. 
(2014) have argued that the economy-efficiency approach – dominant in transport 
policy and planning – prioritises travel that creates net benefits within the formal 
economy (i.e. work- related and commercial travel). Discretionary travel, i.e. trips 
made for social purposes or for the sake of travel itself, receives lesser priority.

25.4  �Transport and Social Exclusion in Late-Life

Previous studies have provided evidence on how lack of transport is a direct barrier 
to participation in activities and social encounters. Availability of transport has been 
found to regulate older adults’ employment (Anderson et al. 2013), participation in 
education (Patterson et al. 2016), grocery shopping (Hare et al. 2001), participation 
in cultural and religious activities (Johnson et al. 2011; Sowa et al. 2016).

Other studies have identified factors contributing to the likelihood of having 
transport disadvantage that leads or adds to social exclusion in old-age. Older adults 
who lack a driver license, are in poorer health, are older or women, and have lower 
income, lower levels of mobility and higher levels of unfulfilled mobility needs 
(Siren and Hakamies-Blomqvist 2004). People living in rural areas have a likeli-
hood of transport disadvantage (Higgs and White 1997), mainly because they 
depend solely on private car transportation (Glasgow and Blakely 2000; see also 
Cholat and Dacanto this volume). Nevertheless, as Engels and Liu (2011) point out, 
older adults in metropolitan areas with insufficient public transport can also be 
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highly dependent on cars, leading to transport disadvantage among those with no 
option of driving (or of being driven by others).

In general, the lack of a driving option is problematic from a social inclusion 
standpoint, and particularly so in North America and Australia, where stopping 
driving can be associated with a significant decrease in social integration (Mezuk 
and Rebok 2008). Haustein and Siren (2014) have shown that older adults without 
a driving option experienced limited mobility, and this disparity remained even if 
those involved lived near public transport.

Some research has more closely analysed how transport mobility contributes to 
inclusion in older-age. Davey (2007) has suggested that different types of mobility 
have different implications for inclusion. While necessity travel, for example for 
health care or grocery shopping, is experienced as more “legitimate”, discretionary 
travel for enjoyment or “leisure” is viewed as less legitimate. Consequently, older 
adults without personal transportation are hesitant to ask family or friends for rides 
for discretionary purposes.

25.5  �Structural Lag and Transport

The traditional view in transport mobility research – that travel is “reasoned” behav-
iour (e.g. Bamberg et al. 2003) – emphasises individual choice as the main regulator 
of personal travel. From this viewpoint, all people in principle have the same choice-
making opportunities: although choice-based models recognise that a number of 
factors influence the array of choices (e.g. car access, spatial context, or physical 
limitations), these models locate these factors in the domain of the individual. In 
other words, these models view limitations in the array of choices as a unique set of 
features for each individual, rather than features of a constructed institution—in this 
case, the transport system.

However, just as social studies on disability argues that disability, rather than 
being a biological fact, is a construct of the intersection of demands and lack of sup-
port in the environments people live in (Wendell 1996, p. 58), one can view age-
related mobility problems as socially constructed through systems, policies, and 
priorities in the transport area. Some mobility limitations emerge only in the inter-
section of current structures and the needs of system users, a problem that demands 
a better understanding and acknowledgement of the interplay between structures 
and individuals. If one lays aside the conventional assumption that the mobility 
problems of older adults are caused solely by the effects of old-age (e.g. physical 
frailty), one might realise that they are also the outcome of a mismatch between the 
transportation system and the transport needs and experiences of older adults.

In 1994, Riley and her colleagues introduced the concept of “structural lag” to 
describe the mismatch between structures and people’s capabilities, needs and aspi-
rations, in a context of rapid social change. They argued that:
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‘While the twentieth century has experienced a revolution in human development and age-
ing, there has been no comparable revolution in the role structures of society to keep pace 
with the changes in the ways people grow up and grow old. The lag involves not only insti-
tutional and organizational arrangements, but also the many aspects of culture that, in addi-
tion to being internalised by people, are built into role expectations and societal mores and 

laws’. (Riley et al. 1994, p. 16–17)

The concept of structural lag is useful for investigating the area of transport and 
late-life. In the past 100 years, throughout the industrialised world, transport sys-
tems, mobility patterns and societal demands for mobility have changed tremen-
dously (Siren and Sørensen 2015). Mobility and travel are essential parts of 
contemporary life (Urry 2002), people today travel more than ever, and mobility is 
deeply embedded in western culture and people’s everyday lives. For older adults, 
the travel patterns have changed even more rapidly across time than for other groups.

Improved health conditions, active lifestyles, increased access to cars and, for 
some groups, higher income and education create greater possibilities and needs for 
more varied activities and extended travelling than for the previous generations of 
older adults. These expectations are especially associated with the baby boomer 
generation (Coughlin 2009).

Studies have demonstrated higher travel activity, driver licensing rates, car access 
and car use in each successive cohort of older adults (e.g. Newbold et  al. 2005; 
Hjorthol et al. 2010). Older people’s travel has increased in the social/leisure cate-
gory in particular (Arentze et al. 2008) and for car trips in general (e.g. Newbold 
et al. 2005; Delbosc and Currie 2011).

Given the tremendous change in older adults’ travel, the question arises as to 
whether the structures surrounding late-life mobility have adapted to the change. 
The answer is largely no. Transport-related structures and norms still lag behind 
rapidly changing late-life. While older adults are increasingly encouraged to age 
actively and productively by, for example extending their working lives (Walker 
2002), the transport policies are not aligned with these goals. Driver licenses in 
many countries expire at age 55–70 years as a default and require renewal if the 
driver wishes to continue driving (Siren and Haustein 2015). The free or subsidised 
public transport entitlements for older adults are often valid only in during off-peak 
hours (Mackett 2014), indicating that older adults are expected to have travel needs 
at different times than everyone else.

Among the policies affecting older adults’ mobility opportunities, the one most 
obviously dated is the age-related regulation of driver licenses. While for mature 
drivers the chronological age is only a weak predictor of safe driving performance, 
licensing policies based on age are widely used in most European countries and 
many US and Australian states (Langford et al. 2004; Dickerson et al. 2014; Siren 
and Haustein 2015). In their review, Siren and Haustein (2015) conclude that the 
policies are coercive because they require both frequent renewals and proof of driver 
fitness in connection with renewal. Siren and Haustein (ibid.) also note that having 
these types of coercive policies signal that society finds car-driving by older citizens 
a questionable, even suspect, activity, and they may encourage people to give up 
driving even when they are still fit to drive.
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Rather than being evidence-based, these age limits of renewal and medical 
assessment are usually intuitive and set ad hoc. They are not based on any current 
knowledge on age or crash propensity or risk (Langford et al. 2006), nor on epide-
miological knowledge on the age-related incidence of diseases influencing driving 
skills (e.g. Alzheimer’s Disease International 2008). Rather, they reflect the aspira-
tions, behaviours and capabilities of older adults in terms of the way “old-age” was 
viewed 50 or 60 years ago.

25.6  �Adjusting the Structures to Alleviate the Lag

The World Health Organization’s “age-friendly movement” (WHO 2007) has 
encouraged age-friendly adjustments to transportation systems, with a focus on, for 
example availability, affordability, age-friendly design, safety and comfort. 
However, perhaps because these guidelines have a global focus, they have not been 
implemented in wider social policies on local or national levels, especially in west-
ern industrialised societies. Moreover, as these guidelines do not directly address 
the societal implications of late-life mobility, they have been mostly used in isolated 
small-scale initiatives such as redesigning buses (Broome et al. 2013) or improving 
public transport service in particular communities (e.g. Shiau and Huang 2014).

Since 2008 older adults in Britain have been entitled to a pass enabling them to 
travel by bus during off-peak hours. The objectives of introducing the concessionary 
pass were social, aimed at improving the lives of older people by improving their 
access to services and increasing social inclusion. From the perspective of structural 
lag, the concessionary bus pass does not appear to be an active adjustment of struc-
tures to shifting demographics or emerging needs. Rather, it appears to be a social 
benefit compensating for the individual deficits bundled under an assumed common 
denominator, “old-age”. Mackett (2014) argues that while bus travel among older 
adults has increased and that the overall impacts are positive, the bus pass is being 
used only by a small group of eligible users, partly due to the availability of high-
quality bus services across Britain.

The private car is the safest and most convenient mode of transport for older 
adults (OECD 2000), and it plays an important role in their everyday mobility. 
Nevertheless, licensing policies tend to work against driving in late-life. Ageism, 
vested interests and biased conceptions of the ageing process all contribute to soci-
ety’s eagerness to regulate older drivers’ rights to drive (O’Neill 2012). While 
scholars have called for more evidence-based policies (Desapriya et al. 2012; Salmi 
et al. 2014), no major change has yet occurred in measuring the returns on the soci-
etal investments made for these policies.

Only few countries have reviewed their policies on licensing and age in response 
to changing demographics and travel patterns. Sweden, which has never had age-
based licensing, reviewed its policy in 2018 and the potential safety gains of imple-
menting driver license regulations (Skyving et al. 2018). The analysis, based on all 
Swedish road accidents involving older adult drivers with medical conditions, 
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showed no potential safety gains from screening for these conditions. Consequently, 
Sweden decided to continue without age-based regulations. Although Denmark 
used to have age-based policies, it decided to remove them in 2017 after a review. 
According to parliamentary documents (Folketinget 2017), the change was based 
on a review of research evidence, assessment of the costs associated with having all 
older drivers screened for driving fitness, the administrative burden of licensing 
offices (given the large cohorts of older drivers), and the financial and psychological 
burden on older adults having to undergo the screening. While the overall rationale 
was economic, based on cost-benefit analyses, additional political motives might 
have included the growing voting population of older voters.

In the US, seeking individual transport solutions for non-driving older adults is 
more common than in Europe. Independent Transport Network (ITN) America, 
started specifically as a response to a transportation system incapable of meeting the 
needs of an ageing population (Freund 2003). In many ways, the ITN concept is a 
non-profit predecessor of Uber, Lyft and sharing economy-based services alike. ITN 
provides a sharing-economy platform for (predominately volunteer and mainly 
mature) drivers to provide transportation services for older and visually impaired 
adults that no longer are able to drive themselves. Interestingly, such a bottom-up 
service appears to capture the need for actively adjusting structures to match chang-
ing needs better and more quickly than any public policy. While not directly trans-
ferable to transport contexts outside the US, such sharing economy- or local 
community-driven models might work in rural and other car-dependent areas in 
Europe if they were modified to the local context (see also Shergold and 
Parkhurst 2012).

25.7  �Interconnections Between the Domains of Social 
Exclusion and Knowledge Gaps

As a review of the international literature shows, transport is a cross-cutting element 
in social exclusion and in some cases can serve as a principal driver of exclusionary 
experiences in late-life. Access to transportation has direct implications for eco-
nomic inclusion and exclusion (i.e. being able to access work) and inclusion in or 
exclusion from social relations, services and civic participation. Economic exclu-
sion and exclusion from social relations in turn influence transport accessibility, as 
personal transport requires financial or social resources or both (e.g. paying for 
transport, keeping a car, asking people for rides) [see Cholat and Dacanto for a dis-
cussion of these factors in relation to reverse mobilities].

Understanding the interconnections with the spatial dimensions of exclusion is 
critical, as rural areas have a more restricted palette of transport options, combined 
with longer distances between settled areas and service centres, and lower popula-
tion density. A framework for understanding rural transport disadvantage has been 
suggested by Marr (2015). His main argument is that transport disadvantage is not 
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dichotomous but rather a continuum, and that various factors, such as demographic 
characteristics or socio-economic status, determine the levels of disadvantage in 
rural areas. Similarly, Grant et al. (2010) have argued that the planning strategies for 
increasing transport possibilities for older adults need to go beyond mere density. 
They found that the walking behaviour among older adults was not solely influ-
enced by physical design; rather, an interconnection existed between physical walk-
ability and neighbourhood socio-economic characteristics.

Because of the intersecting domains of exclusion, Audirac (2008) argues that 
(spatial) planning has the potential to reduce several types of old-age related social 
exclusion. However, to fully integrate the various domains related to social exclu-
sion, we need to look beyond accessibility and the instrumental value of transport. 
As this chapter has demonstrated, a transport system is not merely a travel platform 
derived from individual choices. The priorities that shape the transport system and 
guide planning, design and policies are based on culturally and socially shaped 
ideas within a society.

We thus need to take a closer look at the goals and priorities in transport, analys-
ing not only the origins of these ideas but also their implications for different demo-
graphic groups. Do initiatives for greener transport favour some groups at the cost 
of others? Does an efficient transport system mainly serve the needs of those belong-
ing to the formal economy? We also need to ask whether we should view transport 
systems as a societal welfare structure, aimed at producing benefits beyond the 
transport sector or formal economy. If transport is understood in this way, planning 
may become a tool for reducing social exclusion – but only if the stated goals are set 
beyond accessibility, to include wider social inclusion, belonging and civic 
participation.

25.8  �Conclusion

The current framing of transport-related social exclusion predominantly takes place 
within the planning of transport services and physical environments. While plan-
ning for accessibility is important, the lack of a broader conceptual understanding 
of transport-related social exclusion is clear, and the gerontological scholarship and 
wider understanding of social exclusion more generally is scarce. To fully under-
stand the role of transport in late-life social exclusion, we must go beyond the trans-
port system and view transport-related social exclusion as a societal issue, because 
various domains (e.g. social participation) are interrelated with transport. We need 
also to look beyond mere designs and services to focus on structures, including age-
ist legislation that causes transport-related exclusion, such as coercive and ageist 
driver licensing policies.

Mobility has great impacts on people’s lives, with quantifiable gains from late-
life mobility, in terms of psychological, physical and community benefits (Spinney 
et  al. 2009). Sadly, transport deficits are often viewed simply as an outcome of 
exclusion from specific services. In this chapter, I have demonstrated the 
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multidimensionality of transport-related exclusion and transport’s interrelations 
with other domains of exclusion. Policymakers and scholars alike need to acknowl-
edge these cross-sectoral benefits and relations, and to consider the role of transport 
systems beyond the mere equipment for and logistics of transporting people 
and goods.

Editors’ Postscript 

Please note, like other contributions to this book, this chapter was written before the 
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020. The book’s introductory chapter (Chap. 1) and con-
clusion (Chap. 34) consider some of the key ways in which the pandemic relates to 
issues concerning social exclusion and ageing.
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