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Major changes to how people travel are needed to address climate change, given that transport substantially
contributes to global greenhouse gas emissions. Modal shift to low-carbon travel options is a key strategy for
reducing emissions in the sector, with private car use particularly challenging given its central position in
transport planning and wider culture and society. Trials can help to build an understanding of the practicalities of
reducing car use and how people would respond to such a change, as well as contributing to advocacy efforts for
lower-carbon transport options. This study focuses on a car free living trial that took place across four cities in
England in 2022 (Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, London). Seventeen in-depth interviews were conducted with ten
regular car users from different circumstances who stopped using their car for three weeks, to explore their
experiences of living car free. While driving had been habitual for most participants, going car free disrupted
their routines and participants’ positive experiences raised their capacity to become less reliant on their cars.
Family and social networks were important as influences on participants themselves and for changing the atti-
tudes and practices of people close to them. At the same time, a lack of travel infrastructure and services impeded
car free travel, with negative experiences reaffirming some people’s perceived convenience of car use.

1. Introduction

Transport is a key focus for climate action given its contribution to
greenhouse gas emissions. Globally, demand for transport is growing
rapidly and needs a large reduction in emissions if it is to meet inter-
national climate change commitments (Jaramillo et al., 2022). Trans-
port currently accounts for 26 % of greenhouse gas emissions in the
United Kingdom (UK), the largest emitting sector (Department for
Transport, 2023a). To meet their carbon reduction commitments,
countries such as the UK will need to make rapid and substantial re-
ductions to transport emissions (Department for Transport, 2023a; Sims
et al., 2014).

Within the transport sector, cars and taxis account for 52 % of
emissions from domestic transport, and private cars make up the

majority of licensed vehicles in the UK (Department for Transport,
2023a; Department for Transport and Driver & Vehicle Licensing
Agency, 2023). There are distinctions between car ownership and car
use, for example, different trials to reduce them and the potential for
more mobility practices to change when reducing car ownership (Hess,
2022). However, the ownership/use distinction is complex and often not
explored in research (Soza-Parra and Cats, 2024). A key strategy for
achieving reductions in transport emissions is to bring about a modal
shift from private cars to car-sharing, public transport and ‘active travel’
(defined as travelling using “sustained physical exertion” such as
walking, cycling, skateboarding or manual wheelchair use; Cook et al.,
2022, p.151). Additionally, there are clear co-benefits associated with
low-carbon forms of travel including better public health and energy
security, increased community wellbeing and reduced inequality
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(Jennings et al., 2020).

However, there are practical, cultural and psychological obstacles to
achieving a modal shift to low-carbon travel. Contemporary society
ascribes a high value to mobility, and private cars offer the promise of
flexibility to travel where and when they want, whether commuting to
work, shopping or travelling for leisure. People use cars for multiple
reasons, including cost, habit, convenience, time, safety and cargo
(Allen et al., 2023; Burns and Cracknell, 2019). Transport infrastructure
and policymaking is often centred around cars, affecting public spaces
and people’s ability to travel in different ways (Mattioli et al., 2020;
Urry, 2006). People’s use of cars often becomes habitual (Kurz et al.,
2015), and their likelihood of attempting active travel modes may be
limited by low levels of self-efficacy (Fishman et al., 2012).

A better understanding of these obstacles—and how they might be
overcome—can be achieved by engaging in trials that substantially
reduce people’s car use. Such trials can cover a wide range of initiatives,
such as car sharing, travel planning, workplace parking charges,
mobility services (for example, free public transport passes) and gami-
fication, all of which have been shown to reduce car ownership or use in
Europe (Kuss and Nicholas, 2022). An app used in Italy awarded users
points for traveling more sustainably including by bike and public
transport, a concept that could be used in other places where multiple
modes of transport are available (ITL, 2018). Examining initiatives like
these can offer real-world insights into how changes to mobility affect
people’s behaviour and perceptions in practice.

The present research considers a novel approach to achieving modal
shift based on an initiative developed by the UK charity Possible, which
involved recruiting and supporting regular car users from different cir-
cumstances who were willing to live without their cars for a period. A
series of in-depth interviews were carried out with people who had
taken part in this car free trial across four cities in England, with the aim
to understand (1) the extent to which the trial impacted participants’
travel both during and after the trial and (2) what role this type of trial
could play in enabling modal shift away from cars. The aim was to gain
in-depth insights from participants about their experiences that could
help to inform ways to move towards car free living. Our research
contributes to the wider literature on low-carbon mobility trials,
particularly those which are short-term, and offers practical insights into
people’s experiences of car free living.

2. Literature review

A key obstacle to reducing reliance on cars is the extent to which cars
are embedded in culture and society. Economies and societies have been
shaped around cars for more than 100 years leading to society being
“locked in” to using them (Urry, 2008). Car use is now seen as the norm
for travel, a phenomenon labelled ‘motonormativity’ by Walker and
colleagues (Walker et al., 2023). The embedded cultural nature of cars is
such that, even if car advertising and lobbying were to cease, people’s
attitudes and behaviours towards car use would likely persist (Mattioli
et al. 2020). Car ownership and driving is prioritised in public policy, as
shown by the statement of the UK’s Secretary of State for Transport that
“there’s nothing wrong with driving [...] it’s been one of the most
powerful forces for personal freedom and economic growth in the last
century [...] the car was, is, and will remain a force for good”
(Department for Transport, 2023b).

Infrastructure and location are also important factors that impede
modal shifting. Where infrastructure is designed for cars, this in turn
reinforces car culture and car dependence. For example, roads prioritise
and therefore promote cars over other forms of transport (Mattioli et al.,
2020, p.12). It is however not only transport infrastructure that de-
termines how people travel. Research has shown that people’s living
location impacts their behaviour, with the accessibility of destinations
determining how far they travel (Ewing and Cervero, 2010). For
example, people drive more the further away they live from a city centre
(Cao et al., 2010; Doring et al., 2014). Cities are seen as particularly
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important places to embed low-carbon travel given their large pop-
ulations (Barr, 2018). People living in urban areas in England also use
active travel, buses and trains more often than those living elsewhere
(Department for Transport, 2022) and supporting infrastructure in
London has been shown to increase active travel (Aldred et al., 2024).

Other factors that affect people’s mobility patterns are social norms
(Sattlegger and Rau, 2016), social relations (Rau and Sattlegger, 2018),
and family history (Doring et al., 2014). Rau and Sattlegger (2018, p.45)
describe social relations as “a major connector between the constitutive
social and material elements of (mobility) practices”, which could
include household or family members. Certain types of journeys, such as
commuting, shopping and traveling with children, are bound up with
particular ways of travelling. Given that urban planning has enabled and
promoted living at distance from work, commuting using low-carbon
modes of travel can be constrained to short distances between specific
locations, with the location and opening times of schools, leisure ac-
tivities and supermarkets also impacting how people interact with these
facilities when commuting (Cass and Faulconbridge, 2016). The growth
of out-of-town food shopping means that cars are often relied upon,
while making it more challenging for those using active travel or public
transport (Watson, 2012). Additionally, cars are often seen as essential
for parenting, with cars being considered safe transport and offering
flexibility in urgent situations (McLaren, 2018). Cars are seen as
comfortable, safe and convenient and as a ‘cocoon’ offering features
beyond the practicalities of simply driving (Waitt and Harada, 2012;
Wells and Xenias, 2015).

There are a variety of reasons why people may not own or use a car. A
study in California in the United States (US) found that more than two-
thirds of households were car-free due to economic or physical factors
(termed ‘car less’) rather than being car-free by choice (Brown, 2017).
However, Kent (2022a) describes car less trips for families as a way of
reducing car use by using other modes of transport rather than referring
to their circumstances. The factors that influence being car-free by
choice were also explored in a study of parents in Sydney, Australia, who
were able to do so as they had the resources to support this choice, such
as services, time and an appropriate built environment (Kent, 2024).
Additionally, car-lessness can change throughout people’s lives. In
Germany, Rau and Matern (2024) found that both sudden events and
slower developments can prompt this, but also that certain life phases
such as having caring responsibilities can make not owning a car more
challenging. Changes in not owning a car were also found in the US,
where being car less is temporary for most families and can also fluc-
tuate rather than only being a change that occurs once (Klein and Smart,
2017).

A further obstacle to modal shifts is presented by the barriers
encountered by certain groups who may engage with travel and trans-
port in different ways and face specific barriers to doing so. While public
transport is often advocated for as a low-carbon mode of travel, it can be
less accessible for people with a disability (Prosser et al., 2022). Most
people of colour in the UK support public transport investment and use
public transport or active travel rather than cars (Ogunbode et al.,
2023), though exploratory research with black men who cycle in London
found that they face barriers as a result of structural inequalities and
discrimination (Osei and Aldred, 2023). There are also gendered im-
pacts, with research showing that women aged 16-34 feel unsafe using
public transport alone at night (Office for National Statistics, 2022), and
have concerns about safety, convenience and appearance that act as
barriers to cycling and walking (Motherwell et al., 2018). Additionally,
Motherwell et al. (2018) found that women are more likely to have
multiple stops in their travel journeys (called ‘trip-chaining’) due to
childcare, work and household responsibilities. Transport poverty, “an
individual’s inability to fully participate in social life due to limited
means of transport” (Verhorst et al., 2023, p.1), is a major issue in
disadvantaged areas of the UK that have less public transport (Salutin,
2023). Transport costs are the single largest expense for rural house-
holds (Salutin, 2023). Given the impacts that travel can have on
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different groups of people, it is essential that these are considered when
moving towards low-carbon travel.

Although all the above factors determine people’s travel choices, at
some point travel behaviour becomes a matter of habit and established
routine (e.g., Garling et al., 2001; Kurz et al., 2015). Even when infra-
structure for active travel has improved, many people may not use it
because they do not give much thought to their mode of transport
(Diitschke et al., 2022). However, a window of opportunity for breaking
habits is offered by initiatives such as car-free days and parking re-
strictions, or unexpected occurrences such as losing access to a car (Rau
and Manton, 2016; Verplanken et al., 2018). Travel disruptions,
whether planned (such as roadworks) or not (such as extreme weather
impacts or infrastructure damage), also offer opportunities for promot-
ing alternative sustainable travel, but policymakers’ and practitioners’
current understanding of this is limited (McGuicken et al., 2025). These
moments of change can instigate the use of different travel modes, which
have the potential to enable experiential learning and shifts in practice.
In the language of social learning theory, succeeding in a new behaviour
such as cycling to work is a form of ‘enactive mastery experience’ that
helps increase someone’s self-efficacy (that is, a sense of one’s own
ability to carry out a particular task; Bandura, 1977, 1982). Developing
self-efficacy may be particularly important for facilitating shifts to active
transport, given that there are many people who are motivated to switch
to modes such as cycling, but who lack confidence in their own capa-
bility to do so (e.g., Fishman et al., 2012).

Practice theory—an understanding of the elements which make up
different practices (actions), how these are ‘bundled’ together and how
and why people participate in them—offers a useful and increasingly
common way of looking at sustainable travel (Kent, 2022b). It allows for
explorations of how both individuals and the structure in which they
operate shape travel, but also a focus on detail and everyday realities of
people’s lives (ibid). One example of how practice theory has been used
within travel is through exploring how car sharing and cargo bike
sharing relate to other (non-travel) practices, finding that how practices
are arranged, interlink and how long they take can influence these
different forms of travel (Mock (2023).

Gaps in the literature have previously been identified around an
understanding of transport and lifestyles, trial-based research to disrupt
travel habits, the involvement of people with disabilities in active travel
trials, people’s experiences of giving up their cars, and factors that
impact changing from car use to public transport (Diitschke et al., 2022;
Lagrell et al., 2018; NatCen Social Research, 2020; Roaf et al., 2024;
Sims et al., 2014). Some of these concerns are being addressed, with
changes to mobility being tested in real world scenarios using trials such
as low-traffic neighbourhoods (LTNs) in the UK, which are areas of
connected streets where motor traffic is restricted (Aldred et al., 2024).
Research shows that more local people support than oppose LTNs, and
that they are associated with a decrease in car ownership and use and an
increase in active travel (Aldred et al., 2024; Walker, 2024).

There are also international examples of car free initiatives. In
Stockholm, Sweden, three families spent a year without a car, instead
using light electric vehicles (scooter, bicycle, four-wheeled motorcycle
and cargo bike), enabling them to create new habits which otherwise
would have been challenging (Hasselqvist and Hesselgren, 2019).
Although on a shorter time scale, a trial in Switzerland where people
could swap their car for an e-bike for two weeks weakened their habitual
car use even a year after taking part (Moser et al., 2018). A car free trial
in Finland found that factors that influence participants’ routines are
both structural and individual, and that this type of experiment may be
helpful as a learning tool around positively engaging people with public
transport (Laakso, 2017). In England, some light electric vehicles
including e-bikes are used but there may be differences in what types are
used and how widespread they are compared to the international ex-
amples. Nevertheless, Europe in general is highly dependent on cars
(Mattioli, 2021) and the examples of car free initiatives, two of which
took part in cities, are from central and northern Europe, and therefore
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these offer relevant insights for exploring car free living in England.
Trials that result in reduced car use—even if only temporarily—can
generate new insights into what is needed to enable this and how people
would respond to this change. In this project, we worked with Possible
(https://www.wearepossible.org), a charity focused on engaging the UK
public in climate action, on a trial in which regular car users across four
cities in England agreed to try travelling without a car for three weeks.

3. The car free living trial

‘Going Car Free’ was a challenge organised by the climate action
charity Possible as part of their Car Free Cities campaign, which aims to
provide local communities with practical grassroots solutions to reduce
motorised traffic. The Going Car Free trial took place in January and
February 2022 and involved three weeks in which residents from four
English cities (Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds and London) volunteered to
abstain from using their cars and agreed to try new ways of getting
around. All the locations are major cities and are spread across England:
Birmingham is located in the West Midlands, Bristol in the south west,
Leeds in West Yorkshire in northern England, and London is the capital
city of the UK.

Ten participants across the four cities took part in the trial, with a
mix of ethnicities and genders, and three people with disabilities (see
Table 1). All participants were car drivers, most owned or had access to
at least one car, and most had caring and family responsibilities. They
were recruited through social and print media and were paid £150 for
their involvement. Participants received support from Possible to adapt
to life without a car, including cycle training and personal advice on
alternative modes of transport for specific purposes.

4. Material and methods
4.1. Data collection

In-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted online at two
time points with participants of the car free living trial. The first set of
interviews was conducted within two weeks of the trial ending and the
second set approximately 12 weeks later to understand participants’
reflections and any changes that had happened since the end of the trial.
The interviews lasted approximately 30-45 min and were recorded and
transcribed. Participants provided informed consent and data collection
was approved by the School of Psychology Research Ethics Committee at
Cardiff University (EC.21.12.14.6496A).

The interviews asked participants to reflect on their experiences of
being involved in the trial and the travel choices they made. The first set
of interviews enquired about participants’ motivations to participate in
the trial, their experiences (both positive and negative) of going car free,
and their intentions to reduce their car use in the future. The semi-
structured format of the interviews allowed emergent topics to be
explored further in the second set of interviews, for example which
journeys were difficult or easy, other people’s perceptions of them
taking part, and what further changes would support them going car
free. Participants were asked to reflect on their experiences of the trial’
for example, whether anything could have been offered to better support
them, how they feel about travel in general and car use in particular
after the end of the trial. Finally, they were asked to share advice for
others wanting to live car free. The full interview protocols can be found
in the Supplementary Material.

4.2. Participants

Participants were contacted by email to invite them to an online
interview and were offered £20 per interview. A total of 17 interviews
were conducted with ten participants in the trial. Ten participants took
part in the first set of interviews and seven in the second set of in-
terviews. Pseudonyms are used to refer to the different participants.
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Table 1
Profile of research participants.
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City Age Gender Ethnic identity Disabled Children Weekly working hours
Bristol 39 Female White British Yes Yes (school age) 24

London 55 Female Black Caribbean Yes Yes (grown up) 54

Birmingham 40 Male White British No Yes (school age) 48

Birmingham 42 Female White British No Yes (school age) 37.5

Leeds 31 Female White British No Yes (pre-school) 0 (on maternity leave)
Leeds 43 Female White Other No Yes (school age) 27.5

London 35 Female Middle Eastern Yes Yes (school age) 22,5

London 28 Female Black Other No Yes (school age) 27

Bristol 25 Female White British No No 45

Bristol 35 Male Mixed — white and Black Caribbean No Yes (school age) 72

4.3. Analytical approach

Interview transcripts were analysed using thematic analysis (Fugard
and Potts, 2019), to understand key themes occurring from the data. The
interview transcripts were read in full before commencing analysis to
ensure familiarity with the data. After this familiarisation process,
complete coding was conducted on each of the transcripts, using QSR
NVivo analysis software (QSR International Pty Ltd, 2021) to identify
aspects of the data relevant to the research question. We then began to
identify initial patterns across the dataset, organising codes into clusters
to form initial themes, which were reviewed by the authors. Themes
were then defined and named according to their central organising
concepts. Themes were developed inductively, followed by deductive
coding for the second round of interviews in which codes relating to
different scales (such as individual change and wider social structures)
and roles (such as parents and gender roles) were applied which relate to
the multiple scales and roles that people have in taking climate action
(Verfuerth et al., 2024). Findings and themes are synthesised from two
independent analyses of interviews at time points 1 and 2. Two re-
searchers led on the analysis, with the data worked through multiple
times during this process to create a final series of themes and subthemes
in consultation with other researchers.

5. Results

Four key themes emerged from the analysis: (5.1) Driving as a habit
and disruption of routine, (5.2) Laying foundations for future modal
shift, (5.3) Social norms and interactions, and (5.4) Inhibiting modal
shift. These are discussed in turn below.

5.1. Driving as a habit and disruption of routine

The first theme relates to how participants found that driving is
largely habitual, and how going car free disrupted their routines and
supported them to engage in alternatives. Having purchased a vehicle
and it then being available to use, several participants found that their
car/van had become a convenient mode of transport even for journeys
that could (sometimes more) easily be made by other modes. For
example, Olivia explained that although she had not originally planned
to use her vehicle for regular journeys, she often did so out of
convenience:

“We got a van with the purpose of just using it for holidays and trips [...]
But that didn’t happen; we had access to a vehicle, so we used it.”
— Olivia, Leeds

Some participants stated that prior to the trial they would drive even
if walking or using sustainable transport would be easier, for example,
driving to destinations that are within walking distance and then
struggling to find a parking space. This demonstrates the extent to which
driving becomes a habitual behaviour: knowing that they have a car
available when they need to travel, these participants stated that they
would rarely (if ever) consider whether they could use sustainable

transport instead, even where it may be the better option:

“There’s shops a 10-minute walk away from me and normally, especially
over winter, I just got in the habit of using my car. And this has made me
realise ‘why was I even driving there?’”

— Isabella, Bristol

Participants perceived driving as being more comfortable, conve-
nient and safe than public transport. For example, rather than having to
spend time planning a journey using public transport (checking train/
bus times, traveling to the station/bus stop, changing train/bus along
the route, etc.), participants felt that using the car is often more
straightforward:

“Driving is convenient, you can work with your own time. With public
transport, you have to work to their time” (Adenike, London).

Going Car Free prompted participants to reflect upon the ways in
which it disrupted their routines and gave them space to question their
perceptions around travel and why they made particular choices: “It’s
kind of reset the baseline [...] not just a default ‘let’s hop in the car” (Jen-
nifer, Leeds). While one participant stated that the trial had not directly
changed any of their habits, they felt it reinforced what they wanted to
do anyway and pushed them to be more inclined to take public transport
and plan ahead to be able to do this. There were also some differences in
how participants approached the trial. One person wanted to ensure
they could still contribute to a food bank each week, while another saw
the trial as a way to change regular activities such as rushing around to
socialise with multiple people and instead “slow down my life” (Olivia,
Leeds). A central but nonetheless surprising reason that people gave for
taking part was the opportunity to experiment with their own lifestyles
and/or because of a desire to challenge themselves. Participants often
suggested that they were motivated by an intention to overcome what
they anticipated could be a difficult undertaking, recognising as they did
so that this could lead to a valuable learning experience and to change
their habits.

“When this opportunity came up [...] I thought, right, yes, do it because
it’s cold, you hate the cold, you hate the rain, you hate all of that. So if
you can do it in January, February, when it’s really horrible, you will be
fine.”

— Kelly, London

Importantly for the people taking part, the trial also came with
support and incentives from the charity that set up the project. This
meant that participants were actively assisted and encouraged to make a
success of the trial, and were not left isolated in trying to do so: “I
wouldn’t have known where to start with making the change without the help”
(Kelly, London). Despite the importance of structured support in the trial
itself, participants reflected on the means by which people in general
might be able to go car free; none of the comments here implied that it
would not be possible to do this outside the structure and support of an
organised trial. For example, participants suggested ways in which
people could change their mindset around car use, such as questioning
and unpicking why they are using their car in the first place. At other
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times participants offered general encouragement to people who are
thinking of going car free, suggesting that they should just “go for it
because it’s less hassle than you think” (Adenike, London).

5.2. Laying foundations for future modal shift

The second theme relates to how participants’ positive experiences
in the trial increased their self-efficacy and agency in going car free.
Almost all participants kept up with some of the changes they made
during the trial (such as cycling and using public transport more), with
some making further changes (such as buying or planning to buy an
electric bike). Two participants reported that they sold their car, with a
third in the process of selling their car as a direct result of the trial; while
we must be cautious in generalising from a relatively small qualitative
study, that three of ten participants arrived at this position is still a
striking finding. The experience had given them an opportunity to
experience a life without a car or reducing the number of cars in their
household.

“Doing the trial was good first-hand experience to go, ‘You know what?
We can do this.” And it’s not a massive hardship [...] it’s actually
motivated me to sell the car.”

— Mark, Birmingham

Several other participants expressed that their experience of giving
up their car for the trial had increased their confidence in car free travel,
allowing them to explore alternative modes of travel to the point where
they will now consider other options before choosing to drive some-
where: “It’s definitely proved to me that it’s doable, and it’s easy, and it’s
straightforward” (Olivia, Leeds). For another participant, they had
become more mindful about considering which mode of transport is
most appropriate to use for certain activities, rather than relying upon
the car as the default, stating that the trial “shook everything up a little bit”
(Claire, Bristol).

Most participants spoke about the ways in which the trial changed
how they think about different modes of travel, including questioning
the dominant status of cars. One participant mentioned that the trial had
given them a first-hand experience that was valuable in raising their
awareness and changed their understanding of different road users’
perspectives. Two people spoke about reflecting on their own (self-
described) sense of entitlement beforehand as car drivers and contrast-
ing this with an alternative, less pressured lifestyle. Another participant
referred to cars being marketed as an attractive form of transport and
having been “sold the dream” of car ownership; this they contrasted with
a more recent outlook arising during the trial, wherein they were still
able to live their life well and be happy without being reliant on the car.

“The car’s always there and it’s really nice, it’s comfy, it’s got heated
seats [...] I was just sold the dream and I kind of bought it [...] but, really,
Ididn’t need it, I don’t need it. I mean, I'm happy. I'm still going to work.
I'm still getting on with my life.”

— Kelly, London

However, people’s experiences of different modes of travel varied. It
is notable that most of these reported mastery experiences, where the
actions people take increase their confidence, related to walking, cycling
or using electric scooters. For example, Claire (Bristol) spoke about
feeling more confident using e-bikes and scooters (“I hadn’t really tried
them before [...] they’ve become a lot more part of my travel options™) and
Adenike (London) had never commuted by bike yet found the experi-
ence “much better than I thought”. Participants’ experiences of public
transport, such as buses and trains, were more varied — perhaps because
these often depend on external factors such as delays and cancellations.
For example, Beth and Claire’s negative experiences were enough to
prevent them from wanting to use public transport in the future.

“We found buses were really irregular [...] sometimes it’s just not even
worth catching the buses. And then we also decided to try and do a day

Transportation Research Interdisciplinary Perspectives 31 (2025) 101484

trip on trains [but] we had a massive issue with the fact that they
cancelled all the trains.”
— Beth, Birmingham

Participants’ positive experiences in the trial also related to slowing
down and spending time differently which enhanced their intentions to
decrease their reliance on driving. These included: physical and mental
health benefits from getting more exercise, spending more quality time
with their children by cycling together, and spending more time in na-
ture and away from polluted air.

5.3. Social norms and interactions

The third theme covers how participants experienced the influence
of social norms and expectations upon them, both before and during the
trial, as well as the ways in which their participation in the trial affected
the perspectives and practices of those in their wider social networks.

Social norms around travel were spoken about by all participants. In
some cases, this related to recognition of descriptive social norms—what
people can see represented as being ‘normal’ and commonplace in
everyday life—such as noticing that certain types of travel are becoming
more popular. For example, when reflecting on her experiences since
taking part in the trial, Claire (Bristol) noted that “a scooter or a e-bike is
becoming a little bit more of a default” and said she was slightly more
inclined to use a bus, scooter or e-bike. In other cases, people spoke
about their own travel behaviours being influenced by injunctive social
norms - that is, the expectations or perceptions of other people in terms
of what one ‘should’ or should not do:

“I probably wouldn’t use them [Voi e-scooters/e-bikes] for work just
because I've got uniform on when I'm traveling to work and it’s not the
best way to be seen.”

— Sam, Bristol

Several participants reflected upon the ways in which a range of
social expectations and assumptions affected their own experiences.
These incorporated pressures and barriers to travelling in certain ways,
both in terms of car use and the ability to pursue car free travel. In many
cases, participants reflected on these matters in relation to specific im-
pacts on particular demographics or groups of people — from race and
gender to disabilities and parenthood.

“Driving was big for me, because my mum [...] coming to this country in
the 1960 s, she didn’t feel empowered to do that. And it was very much
‘men drive, women don’t really drive’. And so when I was about 15, 16,
she said to me ‘if there’s one thing that you do, drive, because that’s your
independence’.”

— Kelly, London

“My mum was considering putting me on her car insurance when I had a
baby because she was like ‘you're going to need a car to get from A to B’
[...] Another friend who is a mum [...] was like ‘is that not stressful for
you, having to time what you’re doing [around public transport]?’”

— Olivia, Leeds

“The drivers assume I'm able bodied, so they just drive accordingly. They
take the bus off as soon as they think I'm on [...] A lot of the time it is the
fear and anxiety and the worry of the unknown about it and then that very
quickly becomes a habit of well I don’t take the bus, I'd take my car.”
— Claire, Bristol

Regarding the practicalities of taking up cycling, one participant
reflected on a series of competing influences in terms of her being part of
the black community, her family’s reaction to her doing something seen
as atypical of that community, and the stereotypical image of the Lycra-
clad cyclist with which she did not identify. This excerpt is revealing for
its beginning with the participant, her family and community not
considering cycling to be an expected practice, but with this giving way
to a sense of pride in challenging this prevailing norm and questioning
who can ‘fit in’ as a cyclist.
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“In my community [...] the black community, it is very rare to see this. So
having said that, my family were quite surprised, but they were also very
proud of me [...] we just don’t see it as something for us to be doing [...] I
felt like ‘oh, if I'm not wearing these tight pants and cycling shoes I'm not
going to fit in’ but it’s really untrue, it’s not like that at all.”

— Adenike, London

Participants spoke too about the ways their involvement in the trial
had a ripple effect on their family and friends. This was an unexpected
finding to emerge from the trial. While the car free challenge was
organised to enable individuals and households to change their travel
practices, a wider network of people became involved in the trial either
because they had to be part of the travel changes themselves, or because
they were involved with those taking part so that the trial influenced
their lives as well. The positive outcomes experienced by participants
(such as impeding car use, encouraging experimentation, raising confi-
dence in alternatives or enjoying new experiences) were also felt more
widely by participants’ grandchildren and children, as well as one par-
ticipant’s partner and another’s father.

“My dad started to cycle to work after the trial ended [...] I told him that
it is doable and he gave it a try [...] I felt a bit proud.”

— Adenike, London

“My eldest daughter [...] she’s experimenting a little bit with different bus
routes actually, as a result of this trial [...] my kids’ routines have
changed more than mine.”

— Jennifer, Leeds

Despite these compelling examples, participants did not feel that
their involvement had a collateral effect on the behaviour of others
simply through discussing the fact that they were part of the trial. While
some people that participants spoke to were interested and intrigued,
others thought it was an unreasonable or unusual thing to take part in.

5.4. Inhibiting modal shift

The fourth and final theme relates to how the lack of public and
active travel infrastructure and services impeded car free living and how
people’s negative experiences of going car free can reaffirm the
perceived convenience of car use. While positive experiences during the
trial enhanced participants’ intentions to drive less, some participants
reported negative experiences which undermined their confidence in
their ability to manage without their cars.

Using public transport with babies and young children was consid-
ered a challenge by some of the parents in the sample. Issues were also
identified regarding the accessibility of public transport for individuals
with disabilities. For example, Claire found it too difficult to manage
bringing her young daughter on the bus due to her own disability and
the physical demands of helping her daughter onto the bus:

“The bus was really difficult, because the driver just took off from the bus
stop before we’d sat down. I twisted my ankle trying to stop my daughter
falling over. So that’s it for me and buses, with my five-year-old. It’s just
too physically demanding.”

— Claire, Bristol

Participants discussed how there were limits to how they could travel
due to the available travel infrastructure and services or the location of
different transport options. For example, while Mark works approxi-
mately four miles away from his nearest train station and can even walk
to work, this was not the case for Sam, who had a 40-minute drive to
work and no public transport to get there.

“It’s impossible to use any sort of public transport to get to the location I
was getting into which was on a trading estate outside of Exeter.”

— Sam, Bristol

“There’s [a] really good cycle lane all the way into the city centre [...]
I've got a train station less than 15 min away. So I think all these cir-
cumstantial things make it easier.”
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— Mark, Birmingham

The need to make multiple sequential journeys often made travel
more complex as it required taking other locations and connections into
account. Transport being centralised in cities was also mentioned as an
issue in that people struggled to travel between different areas (for
example, north to east) without going into the city centre first and then
back out again. However, people also spoke about the difference that
good infrastructure and services made to their ability to travel in
different ways.

6. Discussion

The findings of this study suggest that participants felt the car free
living trial was a useful exercise to understand their habitual car use and
that it acted as a catalyst to explore alternative ways of travelling. Prior
research has shown that car use is often habitual and routine (Gutiérrez
et al., 2020; Hasselqvist and Hesselgren, 2019; Moser et al., 2018). Our
findings align with this, with participants acknowledging that using
their car was a habit, even when other modes of travel were available.
The ways in which participants viewed driving as comfortable, conve-
nient and safe also reflect existing literature (Waitt and Harada, 2012).
Participants valued being part of a supported trial to disrupt their habits,
reflecting research by Hasselqvist and Hesselgren (2019) whose study in
Sweden had similar findings in that without the support the trial pro-
vided, selling their car and instead using a light electric vehicle would
have been a challenge. The cost of public transport is certainly an issue
in the UK, given that between 2010 and 2021 bus and rail prices have
increased by 80 % and 43 % respectively (Climate Change Committee,
2023). By contrast, the cost of car travel rose by just 27 % (ibid).
However, (Possible, 2022) found that most participants saved money by
going car free in the trial, apart from two participants who spent more
money due to using more expensive transport such as taxis. Participants
saved between £2 and £53 per week on their travel expenses and there
were also differences between cities, with London participants spending
the least on weekly alternative car travel (£3.86), such as car clubs or
taxis, and Bristol participants spending the most (£20.91; ibid).

Prior research has found that people are open to using other forms of
transport and that trials can be a useful way of enabling this (Burns and
Cracknell, 2019; Hasselqvist and Hesselgren, 2019; Moser et al., 2018).
Our findings show that participants changed their travel behaviour
during and after the trial as well as reflecting on their current car use and
the benefits of changing this. The findings clearly demonstrate that there
were some lasting changes from the trial, both in terms of participants’
perspectives and their day-to-day practices. This may be due to several
factors, including the trial providing participants with practical experi-
ence of going car free, actively disrupting their routines, and having
positive experiences of alternative travel modes. Yet not all changes
lasted for all participants. Participants were instructed to carry on with
their normal day-to-day activities during the trial. Many were able to do
so, particularly where they felt activities were essential. This suggests
that people saw certain activities and commitments in their lives as focal
points for changing or adapting their travel either in a way that had to
work around existing commitments (such as a weekly contribution to a
food bank) or where they actively wanted to change their regular ac-
tivities such as meeting one friend rather than three, allowing them to
feel less stressed.

Our findings illustrate the significance of personal experiences on
people’s ability to change (Bandura, 1977, 1982; Fishman et al., 2012):
both positive (“mastery”) and negative experiences had a powerful ef-
fect on participants’ confidence in using sustainable transport and their
intentions to go car free and whether it is perceived as an easy or difficult
thing to do. In some cases, negative experiences appeared to have a
greater effect, perhaps because driving was most participants’ preferred
mode of travel, therefore negative experiences may serve to reinforce
their perceptions that switching to a more sustainable mode of travel
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would be challenging. However, overall, there were a number of lasting
changes after the trial finished (and its accompanying support), with
almost all participants continuing at least some of the changes they
made, as well as taking additional actions such as selling their car. Their
increased confidence and ability to question their travel choices dem-
onstrates their increased efficacy as a result of taking part in the trial.

Nevertheless, the trial itself was not able to overcome systemic issues
relating to travel infrastructure and services, which impeded partici-
pants’ ability to go car free. For example, the difficulty of making
multiple journeys in succession without a car, referred to as ‘trip-
chaining’ (Motherwell et al. 2018) or ‘bundles of practices’ (Rau and
Sattlegger, 2018), highlights how going car free may be challenging.
However, time-based charges allow multiple journeys on public trans-
port within a certain time period and are being used in different loca-
tions. For example, ‘hopper’ fares allow unlimited journeys for a set
price within an hour on buses in Greater Manchester (Transport for
Greater Manchester, n.d.) and Transport for London buses and trams in
London (Greater London Authority, n.d.). The location in which par-
ticipants lived and worked in relation to the city centre also impacted
how feasible it was for them to travel in different ways. Issues that
participants faced with the reliability, regularity or convenience of
public transport is also reflected in wider public experiences (Office for
National Statistics, 2023). Some participants had positive experiences
cycling and this is a key form of active travel in moving away from car
use but there have been issues with vandalism of bike hire schemes in
several locations across the UK which have reportedly caused them to
close — another barrier to low-carbon travel (BBC, 2022; Cardiff
Council, 2023; Owen and Davis, 2023).

The systematic literature review of active travel trials by Roaf et al.
(2024) recommends that both behavioural and infrastructure changes
need to be addressed in policies and planning. Our results support this as
while participants’ behaviour and mindset around car use did change,
some still faced challenges relating to travel infrastructure and services.
The trial focused on reducing car use by challenging participants to go
about their ordinary routines as though they did not own a car. While we
did not explore differences between use and ownership in our findings,
the trial did have subsequent impacts on both. While it is possible that
participants’ car ownership may fluctuate over time, as seen in Klein and
Smart’s (2017) research in the US over 12 years, the scope of the trial in
this paper does not cover such an extended period. It is therefore diffi-
cult to know whether the trial’s disruption of some participants’ car
ownership goes beyond what would have occurred without it taking
place, yet the results offer insights into the experiences that made these
changes possible.

Climate action involves different scales and roles (Hampton and
Whitmarsh, 2023), therefore it is useful to consider the extent to which
the trial was able to create change across these. The trial focused on an
individual scale and was able to create individual change. In some cases,
participants’ involvement had a wider behavioural impact on their
family, or others close to them but there did not appear to be as much of
an impact on others (such as friends or colleagues) simply through
discussing the fact that they were part of the trial. This could be taken to
suggest that the type of strong interpersonal influence outlined in the
findings was contingent upon being intimately connected to participants
in terms of their everyday practices or as a close family member. This
reflects literature about how social relations with family can influence
people’s behaviours and perceptions in a different domain (energy use),
though the influence of social relations with friends, communities and
others with shared identities in energy research was not seen here within
travel (Hargreaves and Middlemiss, 2020).

The trial also demonstrated the ways in which participants related to
or experienced different modes of travel. There were several different
‘patterns of meaning’ that participants, or their family and friends,
ascribed to certain travel choices (Sattlegger and Rau, 2016). For
example, mobility as a social value (such as how their car use was seen as
a social norm), mobility as intrinsically social (such as quality time with
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their children when cycling) and mobility as a joyful activity. Some of
the reflections from participants resonate with Sattlegger and Rau’s
(2016) argument that mobility can be linked to experiences that hold
personal meaning, such as those from childhood, as well as how
different practices are used as collective identities for different groups of
people, including families. Kent (2024) found that while parents’ past
influenced their choice to live car free, there were differences in what
influenced their decisions and when. Similarly, in our research, there did
not appear to be a common life stage or event which prompted people to
take part in the car free trial, with participants speaking more broadly
about the opportunity to experiment and challenge themselves. How-
ever, this was one area we explored in the interviews and there may have
been further insights that were beyond the scope of our research.

Additionally, some participants spoke about how parenthood,
gender, race and disability impacted their perceptions and experiences
of different modes of travel, as well as wider social expectations
(including from friends or family) in relation to these. This demonstrates
the importance of understanding how different groups of people expe-
rience various modes of travel and the impact this can have on whether
they feel able to travel in a more sustainable way. These insights are
particularly valuable as a systematic literature review of active travel
trials found a lack of demographic information, a lack of information
about how this impacted their travel experiences or expectations, and
underrepresentation of participants with disabilities (Roaf et al., 2024).

While this study provides valuable insights into car-free living,
several limitations should be acknowledged. Participants were self-
selected and may have already been more predisposed to exploring
car-free lifestyles than the general public. Furthermore, participants
were provided with a financial incentive to compensate them for the
time and effort required to take part in the trial, as well as to offset
potential additional costs of going car-free, which may have influenced
the composition of the sample. In-depth car-reduction trials, in which
people are asked to live without their cars for an extended period while
continuing all their usual activities, will always have limitations. It is
challenging to account for all external factors that may influence peo-
ple’s ability to live car-free. For example, this study mainly focused on
city dwellers, yet participants from rural or suburban areas may face
different barriers than those in urban settings. Additionally, contextual
circumstances, such as the weather, may affect how successful people
are in living car-free. The trial was conducted in January and February,
when cold and wet weather might have negatively influenced partici-
pants’ perceptions of walking and cycling. However, it is notable that,
even under these conditions, the trial was successful. This suggests that
car-free living can be viable year-round, although future research could
explore how seasonal factors impact travel behaviour and perceptions of
active travel. Furthermore, the trial lasted three weeks, which may not
have been sufficient to assess long-term behavioural shifts (many
behavioural studies suggest that habit formation takes longer than three
weeks e.g., Lally et al., 2010) — although we did find evidence for longer-
term impacts, as discussed above.

The intention of the trial was to examine whether people with
different backgrounds and circumstances could manage without their
car for an extended period, qualitatively exploring the challenges they
encountered in doing so. In doing so, it was successful in addressing
some limitations of previous active travel trials (Roaf et al., 2024). Some
previous literature has focused on specific groups and the challenges
they face (e.g., Prosser et al., 2022; Osei and Aldred, 2023). However,
there is a need for longer-term trials with a larger and (even) more
diverse sample than was recruited for the current trial. One particularly
relevant direction for future research would be to incorporate groups
whose travel behaviour has a relatively large impact on emissions, such
as wealthy white males (Taylor, 2024) and people living in rural areas
(Frost and Singer Hobbs, 2024), who face different infrastructure chal-
lenges compared to the individuals studied here and in other trials that
have focused on urban and suburban regions (NatCen Social Research,
2020; Philips et al., 2024).
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7. Conclusions

This research provides evidence that it is possible to reduce reliance
on cars. The findings indicate that a car free challenge can shift people
towards low-carbon travel routines, through recruiting regular drivers
to give car free living a try rather than through persuasion or marketing.
This offers useful evidence in this area as the Climate Change Committee
(2023, p.114) states that “there has been little progress on [modal shift]
to date”. The findings show that the trial was generally successful in
enabling participants to experiment in alternative modes of travel, with
lasting impacts on habits and attitudes toward car free living. However,
trial-based research and incentives at a larger scale may be required to
explore whether it is possible to establish wider behaviour change.
There is evidence that trials can work at a larger scale, for example in
Switzerland, where almost 2,000 people swapped their car for an e-bike
for two weeks (Moser et al., 2018). The Possible car free living trial
indicated that it is possible for people to go car free without the need for
a supported trial, with participants themselves highlighting the impor-
tance of looking at monthly car costs and using that for other forms of
travel, being willing to just give it a go, and trying to unpick their own
assumptions about their car use.

Despite cars being deeply entrenched in modern society (Urry,
2006), the Going Car Free trial enabled participants to reflect on and
revise their attitudes and beliefs concerning their travel behaviour. Even
if people do not go completely car free in future, challenging norms
around car use has the potential for reducing the use of private cars and
enabling modal shift towards public and active travel. Trials such as this
may also provide evidence for organisations like Possible to draw on for
campaigning and advocacy use.
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