
Transportation Research Part A 175 (2023) 103792

Available online 28 July 2023
0965-8564/© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Defining and implementing a sufficient level of accessibility: 
What’s stopping us? 

Jean Ryan a,b,*, Karel Martens c 

a Department of Technology and Society, Lund University, P.O. Box 118, 22100 Lund, Sweden 
b K2 The Swedish Knowledge Centre for Public Transport, Bruksgatan 8, 22237 Lund, Sweden 
c Technion - Israel Institute of Technology, Faculty of Architecture and Town Planning, Amado Building, Technion City, Haifa 32000, Israel   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Accessibility 
Accessibility standards 
Sufficientarianism 
Basic accessibility 
Transport justice 
Sweden 

A B S T R A C T   

Recent transport equity literature has proposed a sufficientarian approach to transport planning, 
according to which all individuals would be entitled to a minimum level of accessibility deemed 
adequate or sufficient. The implementation of this approach would require the adoption of an 
accessibility standard as a key performance indicator guiding transport investments, land use 
planning and service provision. While accessibility measures are increasingly operationalised in 
professional practice, the adoption of actual accessibility standards is rare. In this paper, we 
explore the barriers for adopting explicit accessibility standards and identify conditions within 
which such standards could be acceptable to practitioners and policymakers. The paper draws on 
interviews with professionals in three city-regions in Sweden, complemented with interviews 
with practitioners from the Flanders region in Belgium and from the UK. We find that authorities 
are hesitant to define and measure accessibility and that where definitions and performance in
dicators exist, there is a lack of agreement within and across authorities. The prospect of intro
ducing a standard across the board without attaching any conditions comprises a further reason 
for shying away from standard-setting. The (dis)integration of transport and land use and 
complicated administrative and governance structures are described as a further barrier, while 
demand responsive transport is in some cases considered a panacea to all accessibility problems, 
making it possible to avoid setting standards. Our findings suggest that standards for minimum 
accessibility could gain political support if their reach is clearly circumscribed, and their benefits 
are clearly understood.   

1. Introduction 

In recent years, the shift from mobility to accessibility has been gaining momentum, both in research and in practice (Levine et al. 
2012; Geurs and Östh 2016; van Wee 2016; cf. Banister 2008). Mobility refers here to a (policy) focus on realised movement in the form 
of travel patterns, habits and behaviours, while ‘accessibility’ refers to the potential for interactions, encompassing the potential for 
people to reach and participate in activities, even if they do not make use of this potential (see van Wee 2016). Alongside this shift has 
come a sharpened focus on how transport policies and projects affect different groups (Martens and Di Ciommo 2017), a previously 
largely neglected aspect of policymaking (Geurs et al. 2009; Bocarejo and Oviedo 2012). Compelling links between a lack of 
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accessibility, transport disadvantage and transport-related social exclusion have been established (Lucas 2012), resulting in the 
transport justice policy agenda gaining traction, in transport research as well as in policy discourses (Martens and Di Ciommo 2017). 

From a transport justice perspective, several authors have argued that accessibility and not mobility should be the focus of analysis 
(e.g. Martens 2017; Pereira et al. 2017; cf. Jones and Lucas 2012), thus reinforcing the shift from the latter to the former. Justice in 
transport is essentially concerned with the provision (and thus distribution and redistribution) of accessibility; the ‘good’ with social 
meaning (Martens 2012). In line with this understanding, several authors have argued that justice in transport requires ensuring a 
sufficient level of accessibility to all people in society, also referred to as a sufficientarian stance (Martens 2017: Chapter 6; Lucas et al. 
2016). A sufficient level of accessibility is closely linked to the notion of freedom; that people should have the freedom to reach and 
engage in the activities they find meaningful (see Martens (2017) for an elaboration). However, even if there is growing consensus 
surrounding an increased focus on accessibility and increased attention on the ways in which transport policies work out for different 
groups, there is hardly any debate, let alone consensus, on whether standards for accessibility should be set, and if so, how these 
standards should be defined and how the delivery of basic accessibility should be monitored. 

Basic accessibility as a policy concept has begun to be introduced in different contexts. In the UK, an influential report published by 
the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) led to the development of accessibility planning and corresponding accessibility standards at the local 
level (SEU 2003; Halden, 2014). In Flanders, the Law on Mobility Policy, adopted in 2001 and again in 2009, formalises five objectives 
among which the goal ‘to provide everyone with the opportunity to be mobile (…) with the aim of full participation of everyone in 
society’, with the latter part implicitly underscoring the importance of accessibility. Likewise, the EU-endorsed guidelines for Sus
tainable Urban Mobility Plans formulated six objectives, among which ensuring that ‘all citizens are offered transport options that 
enable access to key destinations and services’ (European Commission, 2013; the objective no longer features in the most recent 
guidelines). 

In this paper, we analyse the developments in Sweden. Here, terms such as ‘basic accessibility for all’ (The Swedish Government 
2009) have begun to permeate policymaking from national to local level. At the national level, the goal of providing a ‘basic level of 
accessibility of good quality and usability’ for all has been formally adopted (The Swedish Government 2009). The concept is also of 
increasing importance at the regional level (see Västra Götaland 2021; Region Skåne 2020), although aside from setting out public 
transport provision standards related to service frequency in different kinds of areas, there are no accessibility standards yet, nor is 
there guidance as to how accessibility-related policy goals could be realised. 

Hence, in this study we analyse if and how the three large city-regions in Sweden are grappling with and developing the basic 
accessibility concept. We enrich our analysis with experiences from the Flanders region in Belgium, where basic accessibility has been 
employed as a policy concept (see Vanoutrive and Cooper 2019), and earlier experiences with accessibility planning in the UK. 

2. Literature review 

The shift in focus towards transport justice and the fair distribution of accessibility has been slow with many barriers along the way. 
Accessibility was proposed as an indicator to be used in transport planning as early as the beginning of the 1970 s (Wachs and Kumagai, 
1973). This perspective has been echoed and emphasised more recently in the transport-related social exclusion literature. The most 
commonly-used definition of transport-related social exclusion places accessibility at the centre of the problem, by defining it as ‘the 
process by which people are socially excluded due to reduced accessibility to opportunities owing to a lack or inexistence of means to travel’ 
(Kenyon et al. 2002). 

More recent research has again highlighted the importance of accessibility as an indicator of social inclusion, and a corresponding 
lack thereof as an indicator of social exclusion (e.g. Bocarejo and Oviedo 2012; Lucas 2012). However, the integration of this 
perspective into practice has been lagging. This is in part the result of an innate focus on the facilitation of travel by private motorised 
vehicles (see van der Meulen and Mukhtar-Landgren (2021) for a discussion), and in part the result of a reluctance to depart from 
traditional appraisal methods that are firmly based on travel time savings (cf. Flyvbjerg and Bester 2021; Metz 2021). 

More recently, the operationalisation of accessibility as a performance indicator has begun to take hold in policy appraisal and 
infrastructure planning (Handy 2020; see e.g. Grisé et al. (2021) for a suggested approach), but it is rather rare for clear accessibility 
standards to be introduced. Instead, to the extent that there is attention on accessibility differences, a disparity approach is usually 
adopted, in which differences in accessibility between broad population groups are analysed without addressing whether different 
accessibility levels actually allow people to engage in daily activities (Martens and Golub 2021; Martens et al. 2022; cf. Mattioli 2016). 

While disparity-based and provision-focused analyses are becoming more common in both research and practice, a specific focus on 
standard-setting is absent. Within research, several attempts have been made to catalogue a range of activities or services that, if they 
were to lie within reach, could correspond to a sufficient level of accessibility. For instance, Marozzi and Bolzan (2018) analyse 
regional disparities in basic service accessibility. They focus on accessibility to a pharmacy; an emergency room; post office; police 
station; town hall offices; grocery market; and a supermarket. The main policy implication of their research is that more equitable 
access to basic services must form a central reform objective in Italy, emphasising that monitoring and evaluating the status of the 
objective is required. 

Standards are commonly introduced as a means of setting policy priorities in almost all policy areas, from housing to transport. In 
the transport domain, they take the form of standards for road and street design and for highway levels-of-service, among others. 
However, the gradual shift towards accessibility has not yet translated into standard setting in a meaningful sense. Some of the first 
experiences with setting basic accessibility standards took place in the UK, after the establishment of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) 
(SEU 2003; Halden, 2014). The introduction of accessibility planning standards was, however, the subject of critique. This was largely 
due to the failure of governments to develop a cross-departmental approach to public services accessibility and the fragmentation of 
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public funding (Halden, 2014). Moreover, accessibility planning standards hardly shaped transport investment priorities in the UK. 
All the evidence suggests that accessibility is increasingly embraced as a key performance indicator for transport systems. Yet a 

reluctance to set explicit minimum standards for accessibility still prevails. Several researchers have argued that such standards are 
needed, but what is it that stops them being introduced in practice? With this study, we explore the barriers for adopting explicit 
accessibility standards and identify conditions within which setting such standards could be acceptable to practitioners and 
policymakers. 

3. Material and methods 

3.1. Case selection 

For this study, we zoom in on the three large city-regions in Sweden where the policy concept of ‘basic accessibility’ is currently on 
the policy agenda. We examine the policy developments from the perspectives of policymakers in the city-regions of Stockholm, Västra 
Götaland (encompassing the city of Gothenburg) and Scania (encompassing the cities of Malmö and Lund, and connected to 
Copenhagen by a fixed link). We enrich our examination with insights on recent policy developments in the Flanders region in 
Belgium, where basic accessibility has been employed as a policy concept (see Vanoutrive and Cooper 2019) and earlier experiences 
with attempts at accessibility standard-setting in the UK (Halden, 2014). 

The case of Sweden, and the three city-regions of Stockholm, Västra Götaland and Scania in particular, are of interest because of 
recent policy developments. Sweden’s national transport-political goals include the goal of providing a ‘basic level of accessibility of 
good quality and usability’ for all (The Swedish Government 2009). Given that regional (public transport) authorities have the prime 
responsibility for (public) transport provision, we analyse if and how basic accessibility standards could be introduced. 

In the case of the Flanders, the region has been moving from a policy of ‘basic mobility’ to ‘basic accessibility’. This policy shift saw 
protests by different organisations and passenger groups (Vanoutrive and Cooper 2019). These protests were generated due to what 
was considered an erosion of standards for inhabitants. The former policy of ‘basic mobility’ (from 2001) implied a maximum distance 
to bus stops conveying minimum levels of service depending on the context (ibid.). In contrast, the new policy implies the removal of 
these supply standards and the introduction of a range of mobility solutions intended to jointly provide a level of ‘basic accessibility’, 
without explicit accessibility standards being defined. 

In the UK, accessibility standard-setting was quite high on the policy agenda for a brief period in the early 2000–2010s, largely 
following the establishment of the SEU in 2003 (see Halden, 2014). Much of this work has involved developing indicators for and 
measuring local accessibility to different activities, but with no established, consistent approach applied throughout the UK. At pre
sent, accessibility planning is no longer as high up on the policy agenda in the UK, yet these early experiences provide a frame of 
reference for our Swedish cases. 

Fig. 1. Visualisation of the reflexive framework. See Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009); Alvesson (2011), authors’ own elaboration.  

J. Ryan and K. Martens                                                                                                                                                                                              



Transportation Research Part A 175 (2023) 103792

4

3.2. Research framework 

Two well-known risks inherent in the employment of qualitative methods are the pitfalls of (i) steering the data collection and 
analysis according to one’s own agenda and (ii) believing that it is possible to engage in data collection with a certain neutrality or 
objectivity. The former involves seeking confirmation of what one already believes to be the case prior to the study’s execution, while 
the latter involves an expectation that the data will ‘speak for itself’. In order to avoid such pitfalls, a reflexive framework combining 
hermeneutics and post-structuralism is employed for the collection and analysis of empirical material in this study (see Alvesson and 
Sköldberg 2009; Alvesson 2011). Engaging a reflexive framework involves building the research and engaging with it on many levels 
through a combination of destruction and reconstruction (Alvesson 2011). One of the benefits of reflexivity is that interpretations are 
produced and then challenged by the researchers themselves, with pragmatism later introduced in order to end the process of 
reflexivity (Alvesson 2011). The hermeneutical element of our framework involves drawing on a ‘part-whole’ anatomy of under
standing (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009: 92). The post-structuralist element of our framework involves a critique of meaning and its 
origins (see Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009: 179-180). See Fig. 1 for an overview. 

3.3. Conducting the interviews 

The interview approach was semi-structured, based on a discussion guide infused with hypothetical and open questions and the 
presentation of scenarios (see Alvesson 2011). The discussion guide was formed with a focus on the potential challenges, barriers and 
opportunities for setting and employing a standard for basic accessibility in a broad sense, ultimately leading to whether or not and, if 
so, how ‘a basic level of accessibility’ as a policy concept could function in practice. The discussion guide was altered slightly for each 
interview, depending on the role of the informant and the context of the interview. 

As this study was conducted during the course of the Covid-19 pandemic, all interviews were carried out virtually using video call 
technology during May-December 2021, with the recruitment of informants taking place during the same period. Potential informants 
were identified based on their experience, role and work with recent and ongoing policy developments, and accessibility in particular, 
in the respective cases. In total, 15 informants were interviewed during a total of 11 interviews (see Table 1). Of these 11 interviews, 
seven were conducted by the first author alone (in Swedish), with the remaining four conducted by both authors (in English/partly in 
Dutch/Flemish). The duration of the interviews spanned 41–90 min, with an average duration of 57:44 min. All interviews were video 
recorded and transcribed. 

Table 1 
List of informants and organisations represented.  

Inter- 
view 

Informant Organisation represented Role Engagement with accessibility 

1 A The Swedish Transport Administration Senior official – 
accessibility 

Conceptualisation of accessibility, measurement, 
policy development, etc. 

2 B Skånetrafiken (The Regional Public Transport 
Authority in Scania) 

Public Transport Strategist Relationship between public transport provision and 
accessibility. 

3 C Västra Götalands Region (The Regional 
Authority in Västra Götaland) 

Regional Developer/ 
Regional Planner 

Accessibility in regional planning and policy with a 
focus on public transport provision. 

4  D Västra Götalands Region (The Regional 
Authority in Västra Götaland) 

Regional Developer/ 
Regional Planner 

Accessibility in regional planning and policy 
development. 

E Västra Götalands Region (The Regional 
Authority in Västra Götaland) 

Regional Developer/ 
Regional Planner 

Accessibility in regional planning and policy with a 
focus on infrastructure. 

5 F Region Stockholm Senior official – Strategic 
Planning 

Accessibility in regional planning and policy with a 
focus on public transport and regional structure. 

6 G Region Stockholm Strategic Analyst Accessibility in regional planning and policy 
development. 

H Region Stockholm Strategic Planner Accessibility in regional planning and policy with a 
focus on cycling. 

7 I De Lijn, Flanders Region (Publicly run public 
transport company, bus and tram network) 

Mobility Developer Relationship between public transport provision and 
accessibility. 

8 J The Ministry of Mobility and Public Works 
(MOW), Flanders Region 

Senior official – Basic 
Accessibility 

Policy and strategy surrounding the introduction of 
basic accessibility policy concept. 

9 K Antwerp Transport Region Coordinating role,, 
Antwerp Transport Region 

Coordination/facilitator role in the introduction of 
basic accessibility. 

L Antwerp Transport Region Mobility Policy Officer Coordination/facilitator role in the introduction of 
basic accessibility. 

10 M Consultant, UK Accessibility Expert Policy development, work with accessibility as a 
concept more broadly, shaping accessibility standards. 

11  N Region Skåne (The Regional Authority in 
Scania) 

Regional Planner Accessibility in regional planning and policy 
development. 

O Region Skåne (The Regional Authority in 
Scania) 

Regional Planner Accessibility in regional policy and planning.  
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3.4. Analysis of the interview material 

The transcribed empirical material was analysed using a combination of thematic and content analyses, with the latter informing 
the former, and the former informing the latter, consistent with the hermeneutics element of the reflexive framework detailed above. 
Recurring themes within the material were identified through the employment of the reflexive framework and through the analysis 
and re-analysis of the material within this framework. Within these themes, sub-themes could be further identified, with fragmen
tations emerging through the employment of the post-structuralist element of the framework (see Alvesson 2011). This material in turn 
produced some of the aforementioned themes and sub-themes, respectively. 

3.5. Policy document and policy guidance analysis 

We studied a range of policy documents and policy guidance documentation (approximately 40 documents) in order to gain a 
comprehensive background prior to conducting interviews, and in order to validate the empirical material gathered during the 
interview process. The documentation functioned as a basis for discussion during interviews and provided us with a further insight into 
the issues raised by informants. We did not carry out a stand-alone in-depth analysis of the documentation itself, as these documents 
provided little insight into the barriers for setting and employing standards for basic accessibility. 

4. Results 

Our analyses of empirical material produced four main themes: (1) Defining and measuring the good and setting the standard; (2) 
The individual and society; (3) Scope for action; and (4) Implementation in practice, with underlying sub-themes as outlined in 
Table 2. Each of the themes and their constituent sub-themes and associated empirical material are discussed below. 

Theme 1: Defining and measuring the good and setting the standard. 
The most dominant theme emerging from our empirical material was concerned with ‘defining the good’. Most informants agreed 

that ‘accessibility’ should be the focus of transport planning. However, there was less agreement on whether, and if so how, acces
sibility should be defined or measured. Bearing in mind our pre-conceptions (in line with hermeneutics), the lack of agreement on 
whether accessibility should be defined or measured at all was rather unexpected for us, while the lack of agreement regarding how it 
should be defined or measured was expected in light of the academic debate on the topic. The sub-themes are detailed below. 

Sub-theme 1.1: Elusive accessibility 
The part-whole anatomy of understanding inherent in our Reflexive Framework was crucial in facilitating the disentanglement of 

phenomena and ultimately allowing for the emergence of the sub-theme ‘Elusive accessibility’. Here, it was important to understand 
the informants’ perspectives in order to deepen our understanding of those of the respective organisations. At the same time, it was 
important to have an understanding of the context in which the informants find themselves (and their apparent stance in relation to 
this context), in order to gain a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the challenges and barriers they face. Having gathered and 
analysed the empirical material with this in mind, we found that ‘accessibility’ emerged as an elusive concept, both implicitly and 
explicitly, with respect to its definition, measurement and communication, both internally and externally. Informant A highlights the 
issue when stating that: 

“[…] people would think that accessibility is an easy concept. I mean, that’s really what the transport system is about. But it turns out 
that it’s actually much harder to think about this than most people would understand at first glance […].” (Informant A) 

The narratives from the majority of informants centred around how it is very difficult to define or measure accessibility. In one case, 
it was argued that it is not even possible to do so, that simplifying accessibility and reducing it to a number or indicator would not be 
useful and, hence, that it is not useful to try to define or implement a basic level of accessibility: 

“If an issue is complex then it should be complex and it should be handled in a complex way. We should not simplify it [the issue] just to 
be able to handle it.” (Informant E) 

Table 2 
Overview of dominant themes and sub-themes.  

Theme 1: Defining and measuring the good and setting the standard 
Sub-theme 1.1: Elusive accessibility 
Sub-theme 1.2: One size fits all 
Sub-theme 1.3: Setting the standard: the citizen’s perspective 

Theme 2: The individual and society 
Sub-theme 2.1: How free is the freedom of choice? 
Sub-theme 2.2: The market and the customer 

Theme 3: Scope for action 
Sub-theme 3.1: Coordination and collaboration challenges 
Sub-theme 3.2: (Dis)integrated transport and land use planning 

Theme 4: Implementation in practice 
Sub-theme 4.1: Differentiating between basic provision and basic accessibility standards 
Sub-theme 4.2: Provision standards as a given? 
Sub-theme 4.3: Demand responsive transport (DRT) as a panacea  
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Most informants were rather modest regarding their organisation’s work with accessibility, using words such as ‘trying’ and 
‘struggling’ with the conceptualisation, definition and measurement of accessibility. One respondent described the authority’s task of 
communicating how to define and measure accessibility, yet at the same time highlighted how the authority is still struggling with its 
definition and measurement internally. This represents a fragmentation in the interplay between the organisation’s discourse and its 
work; the authority is tasked with communicating how to define and measure accessibility, yet is itself still struggling with the 
measurement of accessibility: 

“But what we don’t have, which I’m actually – I shouldn’t say ‘struggling’ – but at least working to implement for real is an overall 
measure of accessibility in different parts of Sweden and for different socioeconomic groups which [then] can be used for reporting and 
evaluating over time.” (Informant A) 

Several informants emphasised the confusion reflected in policy and planning documents and in approaches to accessibility at their 
respective organisations. An assumption on the political level that the building of infrastructure would bring about an improvement in 
accessibility for all was criticised by two informants (D and E). 

There was almost full agreement among informants regarding a lack of consensus on an accessibility definition or metric at their 
respective organisations. 

“And quite often we are probably quite imprecise, that we talk about accessibility in more general terms […].” (Informant N) 

In the case of one of the informants from the Flanders region as a comparison case, it became clear that there is not only a lack of 
agreement among actors regarding how (basic) accessibility should be defined or measured but instead a general confusion and lack of 
understanding surrounding the concept: 

“…If I understand well the question you ask, if everybody understands well what it means basic accessibility (sic.). The answer is: nobody 
knows what it is!” (Informant K) 

Some informants from the Swedish cases emphasised that there are means of measuring accessibility at their organisations, but no 
consistent means of tracking improvements/changes over time. Here, we find a link to the interview with informant M on the per
spectives from the UK, who emphasised that independent monitoring of accessibility is crucial. Informant A, drawing on the Swedish 
national level perspective, also emphasised how it is important to follow progress or lack thereof over time. 

Several informants reported the indiscriminate and thus confusing use in their respective organisations, or in their work in general, 
of the concepts of accessibility and modal shift, modal choice, public transport provision and headway. In some cases, informants 
criticised the adopted approaches to the monitoring of accessibility at their own organisations, pointing out that they are based on e.g. 
modal choice or efficiency instead of actual accessibility (in the case of the Flanders Region). In other cases, informants criticised how 
the terms were sometimes used almost interchangeably at their respective organisations and among the actors with which they 
collaborate, with informants critical of how there appears to be little insight into how and why the concepts differ (e.g. Informant F 
from the Stockholm Region). 

Sub-theme 1.2: One size fits all 
The sub-theme ‘One size fits all’ emerged from the narratives of informants surrounding the ways in which accessibility is defined 

and measured. Some informants were critical of the ways in which their respective organisations seem to simplify accessibility by 
narrowing it down to a focus on accessibility for commuters, while others reasoned that improving accessibility for commuters should 
by default mean that accessibility is improved for all. 

In our analysis of this sub-theme and engagement of reflexivity, we considered that the apparent simplification of the concept of 
accessibility (as well as the simplification of its definition and measurement) was perhaps a response to the complex and elusive nature 
of the concept of accessibility. This simplification was described by some informants as encompassing a focus on one type of traveller 
and one type of trip, i.e. the accessibility of commuters, often with higher incomes. 

Some informants criticised approaches that focus exclusively on work trips and argued that additional aspects of accessibility need 
to be taken into account, and that a differentiation between groups needs to be made. One informant mentioned that accessibility to 
non-work-related destinations is raised in discussions at the regional authority in Scania but that this is not monitored in a systematic 
way: 

“But we [at the regional authority] also talk about accessibility to other things […] to greens areas […], but [it is] never measured.” 
(Informant O) 

Other informants reported relying on models with outputs representing ‘accessibility’ for the region as a whole, and not for 
particular areas or groups. In the case of the Stockholm region, this gave an overall indication of accessibility in the region but not 
differentiated by group or area, an approach obviously at odds with setting a basic accessibility standard. 

However, also in the Stockholm region, another informant (Informant G) acknowledged and emphasised how (transport) justice 
has been somewhat missing from previous policy documents and approaches. The informant emphasised that these aspects are now a 
key focus of new staff currently working on such strategies and that their work involves finding ways to measure distributive justice, 
linked to the distribution of accessibility. This development presents an opportunity for the introduction of accessibility standards and 
reinforces the notion that policy directions can be very dependent on the civil servants who happen to be employed at the organisation 
in question (this issue was also emphasised by Informant M in the case of the UK). 

One informant emphasised that it is very difficult, or even impossible, to operationalise accessibility as a policy concept through the 
use of just one metric. Several informants stressed that different kinds of accessibility are relevant in different locations and contexts (e. 

J. Ryan and K. Martens                                                                                                                                                                                              



Transportation Research Part A 175 (2023) 103792

7

g. rural/urban) and that the supply of public transport is thus tailored to meet different kinds of needs. While acknowledging these 
difficulties, informants were reluctant to draw clear implications regarding the setting of accessibility standards. 

Sub-theme 1.3: Setting the standard: the citizen’s perspective 
Citizen engagement emerged as another sub-theme. Several informants mentioned that if a basic level of accessibility were to be 

implemented as a policy concept it would be imperative to engage groups of citizens/inhabitants in this process, and it would be 
important for these groups to be representative of different groups in society. Several informants emphasised that it would be necessary 
to gain a better understanding of people’s (different) accessibility needs in order to provide for these: 

“But I think it’s about how we plan, it is easier for us to view [the situation] from our reality […]. We have difficulty taking others’ 
perspectives into account. So if one should be able to define basic accessibility then we have to hear other voices that are not our own, and 
include them in the definition.” (Informant D) 

Tensions between urban and rural settings, and spending on infrastructure and public transport per inhabitant in the respective 
contexts, were detailed by several informants (in particular, Informants A and C). These were also, in the case of Informant A, framed as 
arguments against providing a basic level of accessibility, drawing on the argument that spending per rural inhabitant would be much 
higher than per urban inhabitant, and in that sense, unjust. 

It became apparent, as the interviewing process progressed, that policy decisions surrounding basic provision standards are 
currently not made in direct dialogue with inhabitants. They are instead politically steered and reliant on the political agenda in the 
region. One informant representing the regional public transport authority in Scania argued that, at present, basic provision standards 
are perceived as just a ‘civil servant’s product’, with an apparent disconnect between this ‘product’ and citizens’ needs (Informant B). 
This argument led us to question whether basic provision standards so defined can actually contribute to the accessibility of in
habitants. This led us to further consider whether a different or more explicit mechanism is required in order to develop a link between 
basic provision standards and accessibility sufficiency. 

Theme 2: The individual and society 
The theme ‘The individual and society’ emerged as a key theme in a small number of interviews (e.g. with Informant A), but was 

implicitly touched upon by all informants. The concept of accessibility is inherently focused on the collective, on the transport and land 
use system within which people live their daily lives. Yet, individual choices for certain lives or levels of accessibility may also feed 
back into the system and into policy expectations. The theme ‘The individual and society’ emerging from our material encompassed 
discussions surrounding the extent to which individuals are ‘free’ (or not free) to decide their fate; whether people should ‘have to live 
with’ the consequences of their decisions, e.g. the decision to live in a remote location, whether children should pay the price for their 
guardians’ decisions, or whether society could or should compensate for the resulting lack of accessibility to opportunities. 

Sub-theme 2.1: How free is the freedom of choice? 
One informant (informant A) argued that if a basic level of accessibility were to be implemented, people would redistribute 

themselves to different, more remote residential locations according to market conditions. Links to individuals’ and institutions’ re
sponsibilities were emphasised, and where the division of responsibility between the two lies arose as a further issue. Informant A 
emphasised that transport interventions have little scope for overcoming social issues such as segregation, drawing on the assumption 
that people redistribute themselves according to market conditions (or according to attractiveness of locations and corresponding 
property prices). 

People’s autonomy, preferences and trade-offs were stressed by Informant A, and how these factors are at odds with providing a 
basic level of accessibility. It was argued that people make trade-offs between, for instance, having more spacious accommodation on 
the one hand, and accessibility to different goods and services on the other: 

“…But the more you think about it, I mean people voluntarily choose places to live and they trade space and money and accessibility 
towards each other (sic.). […]” (Informant A) 

Informant A reasoned that if people decide not to prioritise accessibility, it is not up to authorities or society in general to insist on 
compensating for any accessibility shortfalls. Informant A argued that doing so would be paternalistic. 

Another major difficulty here is determining just how much choice people have or have had, and indeed who has made the choice. 
Informant C, from the region of Västra Götaland, emphasised that in some cases it is possible to ascertain that some people have 
certainly not had a say in deciding where they live, drawing on the example of children who are subject to the consequences of the 
decisions their parents have made in terms of residential location. 

These two distinct perspectives have opposing implications for standards of basic accessibility, with the former suggesting that such 
standards interfere with and even distort market processes with detrimental results, while the latter implies that standards are war
ranted to protect people from an involuntary lack of accessibility. 

Sub-theme 2.2: The market and the customer 
Some informants highlighted that the market indicates which actions should be taken by authorities in terms of the provision of 

infrastructure and transport, partly by relying on what are referred to as quasi-market rules (Martens 2017). This was based on the 
premise that the market will point to what the most efficient solution will be. This argumentation was tightly linked to framing in
habitants and potential public transport users as customers. This narrative was also related to a strong focus on the market share of 
public transport as a key performance indicator, and not so much on the accessibility conveyed by the transport and land use system in 
general. One informant noted that accounting for disparities in accessibility for different groups is rather new, but that through striving 
to increase the market share of public transport the accessibility of people with lower incomes may be improved, without this being the 
explicit aim: 
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“Yes, transport justice and social sustainability and so on, that is quite new for us. We have not worked so much with that. However, it 
has often maybe automatically turned out that inhabitants with lower incomes – they live in more densely-populated areas and do not 
have cars to the same extent – they are automatically a larger customer group […].” (Informant B) 

This line of reasoning (implicitly) suggests that striving for a high market share of public transport will automatically address low 
levels of accessibility, making standards for basic accessibility not necessary. 

Theme 3: Scope for action 
Sub-theme 3.1: Coordination and collaboration challenges 
Multiple informants emphasised that delivering accessibility requires collaboration between and coordination among a large 

number of actors with different mandates and objectives. Several informants perceived this as a serious barrier for the implementation 
of accessibility standards, even informants who found that setting such standards was desired. Some informants highlighted that it was 
often unclear which authority has the ‘responsibility’ for different kinds of trips, with a distinction made between local trips (within 
municipalities) and regional trips (within regions but across municipalities). The former were often seen as representing basic 
accessibility needs and the latter pertaining to needs – or indeed ‘wants’ – beyond that. A second coordination issue raised by several 
informants relates to a regional authority’s ability of ensuring an entire trip from door to door. Several informants mentioned that the 
responsibility for accessibility on a micro level, such as wheelchair accessible pavements, lies within the remit of the municipality, and 
in some cases even with the Swedish Transport Administration. 

All informants working on a regional level emphasised the difficulties of working with multiple municipalities with different 
circumstances, and the coordination of their requirements and requests. Some informants highlighted that coordination improved 
when, in Sweden, the regions took over the responsibility for public transport from the municipality in 2012 (Informant C in 
particular). The region of Västra Götaland took a coordinated approach to the provision of public transport, so that the opportunities 
would be the same in areas with similar circumstances: 

“It’s good that we have a basic level [of provision]. I think it is in some way kind of society to say ‘we have this responsibility’. But we 
cannot have the exact same public transport [provision] everywhere, we cannot have the same [level of] accessibility everywhere in 
Västra Götaland. […] not as it is today anyway.” (Informant C) 

Both the coordination issues and the variety in circumstances across municipalities could go some way towards explaining the 
existence of standards of public transport provision rather than those of basic accessibility. Where the latter appear to create unclarity 
about responsibilities, with the former the responsibility for their delivery is clearly defined. Moreover, one informant indicated that 
provision standards – and knowing they ‘will not be touched’ – guarantee clarity for local authorities. Another informant reasoned that, 
for the regional authority, they are used as a means of ensuring a (perceptibly) fair distribution of public transport provision. At the 
same time, one informant acknowledged that these provision standards are somewhat disconnected from the function of delivering 
accessibility to inhabitants. The latter is in line with the perception that provision standards are a ‘civil servant’s product’ (Informant 
B). 

One of the Stockholm Region informants pointed to another coordination issue that could make setting basic accessibility standards 
risky: the dependence of the regional transport authority on multiple stakeholders for key public transport infrastructures, such as 
terminals. This coordination issue potentially constitutes a barrier for increasing the frequency of public transport and thus living up to 
(provision) standards: 

“Then you need land, then you need money, you have to have collaboration with those who run the lines. We usually own our depots; it is 
one of the few things we own. Terminals, bus stops and so on, that is [not our responsibility] as you know, which is also often a problem.” 
(Informant F) 

In the Flanders region, implementing the new policy of ‘basic accessibility’ – without the appropriate organisational and political 
framework – was deemed extremely difficult by virtually all informants. In this case, the rather recently established transport regions 
were considered to have very little scope for action: 

“…we are nothing more than a table where we bring people together. We are no entity, we have no obligations or duties to be part of the 
realisation on the terrain, so we are only facilitating discussion and making sure that there is some kind of policy planning.” (Informant 
K) 

Budget restrictions were highlighted as a major issue by most informants but were particularly tangible among informants in the 
case of the introduction of the ‘basic accessibility’ policy in the Flanders region. Difficulties with organisational structures and 
adhering to various administrative boundaries on different levels were also emphasised by informants in relation to this case. 

The coordination of multiple societal services on a regional level was mentioned by Informants N and O in the case of Scania. These 
informants suggested that the region can take on the role of coordinator between industry, healthcare and transport provision, that is, 
areas in which the regional authority has a defined mandate. As a comparison, examples of successful coordination between healthcare 
and transport were detailed in the case of the UK, cited by Informant M as a way forward in terms of bridging gaps in coordination 
between societal services (such as healthcare, education, etc.) and transport services. 

Some or all of these multiple coordination and collaboration challenges were highlighted as barriers for setting standards for basic 
accessibility, as a single authority’s ability to deliver on these standards was considered by informants to be restricted at best. 

Sub-theme 3.2: (Dis)integrated transport and land use planning 
Given that accessibility is shaped by the transport and land use system, a key issue of co-ordination and collaboration emerges 
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between authorities involved in transport and those in land use planning. For instance, careful location decisions for new developments 
and building at higher densities are often key to enabling and supporting public transport and other service provision. One informant 
(Informant A) considered that municipalities would be likely to permit development in a less dense fashion if accessibility standards 
were introduced. At the same time, permitting development close to public transport stations and hubs was cited as having been found 
to be the best means of improving accessibility by public transport in the region of Scania (Informant B). However, the goals in the 
regional public transport provision plan (for Scania) are focused on the provision and coverage of public transport, and have weak links 
to permitting development and land use planning in general. 

A regional spatial planning function was recently introduced in Sweden, and was, when this study was conducted, being put into 
operation in only two regions, Stockholm and Scania (see The Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2020) for 
more information on this function). The regional spatial planning function constitutes the formalisation of spatial planning on a 
regional level, in collaboration with municipalities. The introduction of the regional planning function was stressed by several in
formants as an opportunity for an increased focus on accessibility, particularly by those who had recently been working with this 
function. The regional planning function was, in the case of Scania, deemed to have actually raised issues such as accessibility to 
activities other than employment (e.g. to green areas, groceries, public services, etc.). The regional authority having a clearer mandate 
and a clearer role in the process of land use planning was considered, by the informants who mentioned the function, to be one of the 
main advantages of the regional spatial planning function. 

The regional spatial planning function was considered by several informants to still be a work-in-progress. Challenges with the 
function were outlined by some informants. One of the main challenges cited was that the legislation does not seem to be tailored for 
the regional administrative level. Another challenge was that, with the regional planning function, the region provides guidance, but 
the municipalities execute the land use planning in the end. The fact that regional plans, where they exist, are not binding was 
lamented by the same informant: 

“Yes, as you know, the regional plan is not binding, it is a kind of development plan for the region. As such, it is fragile in its governance 
function. […]” (Informant F) 

Several informants suggested that the introduction of the regional spatial planning function could open up the possibility of 
introducing accessibility standards. However, in our analysis of the material, we reasoned that the challenges associated with the 
function (that it is not tailored to the regional level, provides guidance and not stipulations, and has no binding powers) may also 
comprise a barrier for the introduction of accessibility standards and result in a function without any real means of affecting relevant 
accessibility policy areas. The ‘transport region’ administrative level in the Flanders case acts as a comparison in this sense. Its purpose 
is to manage the integration of the ‘basic accessibility’ policy, but the informants doubted whether the regions can have any form of 
real influence given the complicated administrative arrangements in the Flanders region. 

These concerns of the informants point to the potential of regional governance in promoting standards for basic accessibility, but 
also highlight the risk that standards will remain a paper tiger in light of the distribution of responsibilities over multiple authorities. 

Theme 4: Implementation in practice 
The theme of Implementation in practice arose from discussions surrounding how authorities currently seek to provide for acces

sibility needs on the ground, encompassing three distinct sub-themes. 
Sub-theme 4.1: Differentiating between basic provision and basic accessibility standards 
In the Swedish policy documentation, providing ‘basic’ or ‘good’ accessibility has been framed as a goal. Two of the studied regions 

have adopted this goal but tend to translate it into basic supply standards. This holds for the regions of Västra Götaland and Scania. 
Both have set rather specific provision levels in the respective regional public transport provision programmes. In the case of Västra 
Götaland, in the former regional transport provision programme, the ‘geographical accessibility goal’ was formulated as aiming for 
more than 85% of inhabitants to be able to reach their closest commuter hub within 60 min. In the new programme, this proportion 
was reduced to 82%, but with a higher frequency of 10 available trips by public transport (Informant C, see Västra Götaland 2021). 
This means that accessibility should improve (although an ‘improvement’ does not imply that inhabitants receive an acceptable basic 
standard), but for a smaller percentage of people. The basic levels of provision were characterised as in some way ensuring a level of 
accessibility for inhabitants, even if the accessibility conveyed might still be insufficient, illustrated by the following quote from 
Informant D: 

“[…] I think it has in any case helped to say that [laughs] ‘it will not get worse than this’.” (Informant D) 

In Stockholm, in contrast, it was decided not to define basic levels of provision in the regional transport provision programme, with 
such standards instead agreed upon with contractors in the procurement process. According to one informant, the decision to refrain 
from standards in the policy was linked to a fear of ‘empty buses’ driving around with no passengers. In our analysis of the material, 
this fear was considered to have resulted in a hesitancy and was used as a justification for not setting standards. Furthermore, diffi
culties with logistics, vehicle storage, securing sufficient land at an affordable price and procurement were emphasised as challenges 
for changing/increasing the frequency of services in Stockholm, while the same informants considered service increases a necessity if a 
basic provision standard were to be set. These concerns thus triggered the Stockholm region to refrain from setting basic supply 
standards, let alone basic standards for accessibility. 

Sub-theme 4.2: Provision standards as a given? 
Where provision standards exist, they tend to be framed around supporting accessibility to jobs, and accessibility to regional 

commuter hubs or urban centres. The history behind the existence of these standards appeared to be unclear or unknown to most 
informants in the Swedish cases. Informants tended to frame these standards as a somewhat ‘natural phenomenon’, with their 
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existence seemingly taken for granted. In some cases, informants considered that if provision standards were to be removed, it would 
not make much of a difference. Other informants considered that if provision standards were removed this would mean even more 
resources would be directed towards those who already have most resources (i.e., higher levels of accessibility), owing largely to the 
innate focus on the provision of public transport accessibility to commuters with higher incomes, according to the informants. 

In one instance (in Västra Götaland), the history of the existence of provision standards was rather clear. Public transport provision 
standards were originally introduced in Västra Götaland (see e.g. Västra Götaland (2021) for examples of standards) alongside the 
change to the public transport legislation in 2012, according to Informant C. This legislation was regarded as an opportunity for 
change, opening up for the possibility to ensure that the same levels of provision standards would be applied in areas of comparable 
size throughout the region, regardless of the municipality: 

“So there was also a willingness to do it [provide public transport] in a more coordinated way, that there would be the same opportunities 
where the circumstances are similar.” (Informant C) 

The geographical accessibility goal in Scania’s transport provision plan is formulated as aiming for at least 92% of the population to 
have at least 10 trips available by public transport to one of the region’s growth motors (urban centres) within a maximum travel time 
of 60 min (Region Skåne 2020). This goal was framed by Informant B as a counterweight or complement to the goal of increasing the 
share of public transport in the region, with the latter regarded as the most important goal in the regional transport provision pro
gramme (see Region Skåne (2020)). The basic provision standards outlined in the provision plan were framed as a tool to ensure the 
provision is perceived as fair by all municipalities (this was the case for informants from Västra Götaland and from Scania). 

That the primary function of provision standards appears to be delivering perceived justice among authorities, instead of among 
people, could prove to be a barrier for the introduction of accessibility standards. In our analysis we reasoned that the need to manage 
inter-authority ‘struggles’ could come in the way of setting accessibility standards. 

Sub-theme 4.3: Demand Responsive Transport (DRT) as a panacea 
Demand responsive transport (DRT) was mentioned by several informants, and in much of the policy documentation is outlined as a 

solution for providing accessibility by public transport in sparsely populated areas. In the policy documentation, DRT is usually 
intended by authorities to function as a complement to provision standards (in areas with few inhabitants with no fixed public 
transport lines). DRT was in some cases treated as if it were a panacea for the provision of basic accessibility, according to some in
formants. However, its introduction encroaches on pre-existing provision standards in some cases. Having analysed the interview 
material and policy documentation, we reasoned that the apparent freedom and flexibility promised by such solutions may constitute a 
promise of everything in theory, yet of nothing in particular in practice, particularly if standards for DRT provision are not defined or 
upheld. 

In one instance, in Scania, Informant B detailed ongoing discussions on how the accessibility DRT conveys should be measured and 
followed up. In the case of the Flanders region, DRT was mainly conceptualised as a lastmile solution and indeed a last resort, the 
fourth of the four public transport ‘layers’ outlined in the strategy. 

There was a huge focus on the DRT layer in the Flanders, and hopes that it will fill all the gaps in accessibility left after the removal 
of the basic mobility policy (i.e. basic supply policy). However, informants expressed doubt surrounding the capacity of DRT to fill such 
gaps. This doubt reinforced the notion, also among informants, that DRT is being regarded as a panacea. Ensuring that the general 
public understands how DRT functions and how to use it was framed as major challenge by informants in Flanders, especially within 
the restriction of budget-neutrality. 

Delivering the same level of accessibility as is delivered by the public transport system today was regarded as the big challenge with 
respect to the implementation of the new ‘basic accessibility’ policy in the Flanders region: 

“And then where there’s no buses anymore (sic.), and now everywhere in Flanders there are buses but in the new vision there won’t be. So 
as of 2023, there will be areas without a fixed public transportation system. There we are looking and that is being procured right now to 
introduce DRT systems […] which are both focused on areas where there will be no […] general public transportation.” (Informant K) 

Mentions of DRT in much of the policy and strategy documentation can be interpreted as a kind of means of avoiding standard- 
setting. DRT is highlighted as a kind of solution to all accessibility problems in remote areas with little specific information as to 
how it will deliver accessibility. At the same time, provision standards set in other geographical areas are presented as though they will 
deliver sufficient accessibility, again with little or no information regarding the link between public transport supply and actual 
accessibility levels. 

5. Discussion and conclusions 

5.1. Moving towards standards for basic accessibility 

The aim of this study was to examine if and how a basic level of accessibility can be set out as a policy concept and standard. We 
analysed policy directions in the three large city-regions in Sweden, where the policy concept of ‘basic accessibility’ is currently on the 
policy agenda. This analysis was enriched with insights from the Flanders region in Belgium and the UK. 

If we flip the question posed in the title of our paper ‘what’s stopping us?’ to ‘what would facilitate this?’, we have identified a path 
towards the possible implementation of accessibility standards. We set out the specific institutional and policy settings and steps that 
would be ideal for the introduction and implementation of a basic level of accessibility as a policy concept in practice. 

Step 1: Defining and measuring the good 
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From a sufficientarian perspective, should a society wish to agree upon introducing a minimum level of accessibility, determining 
exactly where that level should lie is crucial. In order to do so, it is first necessary to agree upon a fixed approach to defining and 
measuring accessibility. The absence of such an approach between and within organisations in our cases presents difficulties for the 
introduction of a sufficient level of accessibility as a policy concept. Accessibility as a concept was considered elusive by almost all 
informants, and a single approach to the conceptualisation of accessibility (e.g. a focus on accessibility to jobs) was considered not to 
suffice. The reluctance of some to embark on defining and measuring accessibility might lead to ‘policy paralysis’, a shying away from 
accessibility due to the sheer complexity of the concept. 

This is one risk attached to the accessibility concept. Another risk lies in the encompassing nature of the accessibility concept 
(Miller 2018; Geurs and Östh 2016; van Wee 2016). That is, the fact that accessibility is by its very nature also shaped by land use and 
service provision patterns, may direct the attention and the responsibility away from transport interventions. Yet, transport policies 
have succeeded in delivering a (more than) sufficient level of accessibility to the vast majority of the car-owning population, even 
though land use patterns have consistently changed (see e.g. Wu et al. (2021)). Against this background, the call for a shift from 
mobility to accessibility is, first and foremost, a call on transport policies to deliver a basic level of accessibility also for people without 
access to a car. This requires the gradual improvement over time of the transport networks that facilitate mobility without a car: 
pedestrian, bicycle (or, more general, micro-mobility) and public transport networks. Jointly, these networks can provide freedom, just 
like the road system provides freedom to people with access to a car. This suggests that an accessibility measure should be adopted that 
enables the assessment of the contribution of these transport networks to accessibility and thus to freedom, rather than accessibility 
measures that provide insight into the ease with which people can reach single destinations (such as supermarkets, doctors and 
schools). 

At the same time, as also acknowledged by all informants, there is no perfect all-encompassing accessibility measure, since people 
differ in their abilities to use different networks and have different needs and wants (see also Boisjoly and El-Geneidy (2017)). The 
search for more sophisticated accessibility measures in the academic literature will not solve this fundamental challenge (Silva et al. 
2017; Papa et al. 2016). Hence, the tendency of some authorities to use a simple accessibility measure in response to the complexity 
and elusiveness of the concept is a practically useful approach, provided it delivers insight into the range of destinations people can 
access. Current policy goals, such as those that define a maximum travel time to an urban centre, do not provide such insight, as they 
ignore the fact that people need to access a much broader range of areas and activities on a daily basis. In contrast, measures of the 
number of addresses, jobs (as a proxy for the number of services; see El-Geneidy and Levinson (2021)), or a range of activity types that 
can be reached within a certain time (or money) threshold do provide some, albeit imperfect, estimate of people’s freedom to engage in 
a range of activities. While theoretically flawed as a measure of accessibility, such measures do provide a suitable basis for redirecting 
transport policy away from transport investments for people with already high levels of accessibility towards investments that serve 
people below an agreed-upon standard of accessibility. It is this fundamental shift – typically from road building towards investments 
in pedestrian, cycling and public transport networks – that is essential to achieve a basic level of accessibility. 

Ultimately, it is recommended that the introduction of any accessibility measure is better than not measuring accessibility. Defining 
accessibility in a non-perfect way is inevitable but crucial in order to set a standard and measure policy performance. 

Step 2: Setting the standard and assessing progress 
A proper process is required in the case of standard-setting. A combination of empirical research into the impacts of below-standard 

accessibility and a process of participation can function as a means of informing and setting an accessibility standard. People (and/or 
their representatives) need to be involved in informing what the sufficient level of accessibility should be, based on their own needs 
and on what is perceived as reasonable in general. Public engagement, early involvement and transparency are vital. 

Accountability and monitoring performance indicators are essential here (see also Marozzi and Bolzan 2018). It is important that 
appropriate and dependable indicators are used, and that it is not possible to manipulate results in any way (see Halden 2011). 

Standards cannot stand alone. Their implementation is dependent on the accountability of the actors involved. All actors need to 
agree upon an implementation trajectory and budgets in order to achieve this. In order to be able to follow up on progress over time, a 
technical assessment framework and accountability schedule needs to be in place. Standards for a sufficient level of accessibility must 
be accompanied by a technical assessment framework, ascribing of duties and responsibilities, an implementation trajectory, and 
budget-matching. Having any standard in place, again, however imperfect, is better than having none in place at all. 

Step 3: Deciding on the limits of the standard 
Concerns regarding ‘overreach’ and unwanted development implications of accessibility standards among some informants compel 

us to restrict the sphere of application of such standards. Indeed, our findings suggest that different contexts call for different standards. 
In light of informants’ concerns, the application of a basic accessibility standard should be limited to built-up areas of a minimal 
density, of a minimal population size or located within a predefined distance of a major urban centre, or a combination of these. Built- 
up areas that do not meet these criteria can instead be served by some minimal level of (demand-responsive) public transport. While 
seemingly at odds with society’s duty to provide sufficient accessibility to all, an unconditional standard would de facto equal no 
standard at all. Moreover, such a ‘multi-tier’ system is already common in current practices, which also accept that a certain minimum 
level of public transport provision – let alone accessibility – cannot be delivered across the board in the current political context. 

In several of the informants’ responses, there was an implicit assumption that sufficient accessibility was an inherently rural 
problem. This assumption conflicts with findings in the literature that show that even if the standards are set very low, accessibility 
insufficiency is not (just) a rural problem but a problem of large suburbs and peri-urban towns, which are home to a substantial 
population without (reliable and affordable) access to a car (see Martens 2017; Singer et al. (2021)). Where areas lie outside the 
conditions for a basic standard of accessibility, DRT standards (of a certain quality) must be introduced, alongside ways of measuring 
and monitoring the accessibility conveyed through DRT services. If standards are not introduced as part of DRT provision, authorities 
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run the risk of promising accessibility and flexible access to services, but delivering nothing in particular in practice. See Petersen 
(2016) for a discussion on how minimum service standards can form a stable basis for the provision of DRT services, drawing on the 
case of DRT provision in Switzerland. 

As neither rights nor obligations are unconditional, it is legitimate to restrict the ‘reach’ of the standard for basic accessibility, 
across space, across settlement type and/or across time periods. 

Step 4: Institutional conditions and coordination between actors 
Our findings indicate that certain institutional conditions are required for the introduction of an accessibility standard. Establishing 

a forum for coordination and a formalised framework for the tighter integration of transport and land use would help to support the 
introduction of a sufficient accessibility standard. Here, it is important that there is clarity surrounding which actor has the main 
responsibility for upholding the standard, but that it is also possible to ensure that other actors keep their side of the deal. The 
simplification of the coordination of actors and the synchronisation of administrative boundaries with power distribution would also 
improve institutional conditions (see Caset et al. (2019) for a discussion in the case of the Flanders). Lastly, it is important that the 
introduction of standards is a formalised process, and that the standards are formulated as a contract rather than a goal, even if 
delivering on the contract will take time. A mechanism to tie the national, regional and local authorities’ actions together could be 
established. Such a mechanism could emulate the setup for the urban environment agreements (see The Swedish Government 2015). 

Our findings indicate that no overnight solution can be achieved via provision standards. Rather, the introduction of such standards 
could instead comprise a step towards a long-term strategy to provide basic accessibility. 

5.2. Conclusions 

Many actors are hesitant when probed about setting standards for basic accessibility, yet most also see their relevance and pos
sibilities for their implementation. Our findings indicate that accessibility standards might be acceptable in current policy settings if (1) 
the definition and measure is agreed upon; (2) a standard and assessment framework is set; (3) the ‘reach’ of these standards is 
restricted; and (4) institutional conditions for implementation are improved. According to informants’ accounts, and drawing on the 
information available in policy documentation, a systematic approach to standard-setting is currently not in operation in any of the 
cases we studied. If this approach is considered by authorities, effective standard-setting could be within reach. It is important to 
acknowledge and emphasise that this conclusion applies to these specific cases. It is not possible to determine with a high level of 
confidence whether a similar study conducted elsewhere would have produced similar findings, and whether these findings in turn 
would have allowed for us to draw similar conclusions. As such, we recommend exercising an element of caution in any generalisation 
of these findings and conclusions beyond these specific cases and contexts. 

The implementation of basic accessibility is inevitably laden with goal conflicts: providing efficient public transport, securing travel 
time savings yet increasing coverage, meeting environmental sustainability targets, ensuring critical mass yet providing accessibility in 
sparsely populated areas – all within a certain budget. Transport planning moves (relatively) quickly, and land use planning moves 
(relatively) slowly. While bringing the latter up to speed, the former can somewhat compensate. In order to bring people above the 
accessibility sufficiency threshold, transport investments are inevitable. Reshuffling land use is supportive to that effort and can avoid 
future injustices, but can only marginally mitigate current injustices. Providing basic accessibility is a long long-term agenda and 
requires strategic thinking. Any step towards setting a standard is a step in the right direction. 
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