
Active Travel has been identified as a strategy to increase physical activity amongst adults in England.
Modal shift towards active travel is not well researched in market towns, which are multifunctional areas of
employment and services, and home to a diverse range of residents including retired adults and working-aged
adults who ‘commute out’ to other areas.
The compact nature of market towns means they may already be close to meeting the criteria for “20-minute
neighbourhoods", where daily services can be easily accessed by foot.
This study indicates that the barriers to active travel faced by older adults and commuters in market towns are
similar to those in cities; poor infrastructure remains the key problem.
Attitudes towards active travel may differ in market towns and specific initiatives to change the social norms
around cycling in particular may be required.

   KEY POINTS:

A qualitative study of active travel amongst commuters
and older adults living in market towns

Oxfordshire County Council recently implemented a programme of interventions to encourage
cycling and walking. This briefing summarises findings from a qualitative study of active travel

amongst older adults and commuters living in market towns.
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Active Travel in Oxfordshire

Background. Physical inactivity contributes to 1 in 6 deaths in the UK [1]. Being physically active is associated with
better health [1]. Only 61% of people in England aged 16 and over meet the recommended guidance of 150 minutes
of physical activity per week [2]. Active travel is a potential solution.

Oxfordshire County Council have implemented a programme of interventions, including infrastructure improvement
and community activation projects, to encourage cycling and walking. The areas targeted by these interventions
include the market towns of Witney and Bicester.

Studies of active travel in large towns and cities show that infrastructure is important, including well-maintained
footpaths, and the presence of streetlights. Older cyclists prefer well-delineated cycle paths, separated from traffic,
wide and obstacle free with safe road crossings [3]. Interventions to promote active commuting have proved
challenging in the UK. New infrastructure intended to transform ‘everyday’ journeys needs to be ‘door-to-door’ [4]. 

Less is known about active travel outside cities. The aims of the study were to understand how new cycling and
walking infrastructure and community activation projects might support modal shift to active travel amongst
commuters and older adults making within-town journeys in market towns.



If you asked me to give a ranking
order of why I cycle, health is

always going to be the number
one. 
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FINDINGS
Market Towns have advantages
for active travel

 
Participants reported that most routine destinations
such as shops and services were within a 20-minute
walk from home, and that both towns were pleasant to
walk around. Many cited aspects of the towns
perceived to promote active travel, in particular that
the towns were mostly flat, there were prominent signs
showing cycle and walking journey times to
destinations, and numerous cycle and walking paths.  

Poor infrastructure is the key barrier to
active travel in market towns

 

Health may motivate modal shift
amongst older adults

 
Older adults frequently cited health as a motivator for
active travel. Some had increased their walking and/or
cycling trips as a means of maintaining good health and
fitness in later life and avoiding immobility, or in
response to a recent diagnosis of ill-health or loss of
eyesight. Commuters in market towns often live too far
from work to make active commuting practicable, but
costs and climate concerns do motivate some within-
town active travel trips.

Both commuters and older adults raised the lack of
off-road paths, poorly maintained and lit paths, lack of
connectivity, and concerns for personal safety on
roads as barriers to cycling. Older adults were more
likely to have concerns about walking; again poor
path maintenance, including uneven surfaces and
overgrowth, risk of collision with cyclists on shared
paths, and poor lighting making paths unusable after
dark. This last concern was shared by female
commuters. These concerns are similar to those
reported in studies of active travel in larger towns and
cities [5, 6].

There’s a section of path... it’s not lit…
it’s trees and it’s dark, so I won't go

there. As soon as it’s even dusky, I just
feel nervous, and so I won't do it. So

then I think well the only alternative is
walking all the way round, or I’ll drive.
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Improving active travel infrastructure is a priority for
older adults and commuters

 
Participants’ key priority was improved infrastructure, in particular
dedicated paths away from motorised traffic, and better lighting.
They also wanted improved bike security and access to bike
lockers at key destinations like public transport hubs and town
centres. Local community-driven interventions aimed at promoting
walking and cycling, such as group walks and cycles, cycle loan
schemes and training, were supported but not well publicised.
Respondents would welcome wider promotion and awareness of
walking and cycling promotion schemes in both towns.

Social norms around cycling may differ in market
towns

 
Several respondents perceived that cycling was a less common
activity in market towns than in larger cities. This meant they
believed local drivers were less ‘cyclist-aware’, and fewer cyclists
on the road meant there was no safety in numbers. This is
supported by research that shows increased numbers of cyclists
is associated with a reduction in collisions with vehicles. Efforts
to change the social norms about cycling in market towns, such
as more education and promotional activities ‘celebrating’ cycling,
may be worth pursuing. 

Future community projects should focus on the advantages of active travel for health, personal finance, and
the environment.
Community activation projects such as guided walks and cycle training should be more widely promoted.
Efforts should be made to change the social norms and encourage more cycling in market towns.
Improvements to walking and cycling infrastructure should prioritise off-road paths, as well as better
maintenance of existing paths, including lighting and removal of vegetation that reduces path widths. Bike
security could be improved by the provision of more locking points and bike lockers.

Our recommendations to Oxfordshire County Council include:

This study suggests that market towns are similar to cities when it comes to promoting active travel. Policies are
most likely to be effective when they include integrated and complementary measures targeted at a range of
levels from individual behaviour change to population level measures like large-scale infrastructure
improvements.  However attitudes towards active travel, in particular cycling, may differ in market towns and
initiatives to change the social norms around cycling may be required to increase active travel rates.
 

Let’s celebrate cycling, let’s make it
obvious. You’re not just saying, “Yes, yes,

you’re allowed.” It’s, “You’re welcome.
We think you’re doing a good job. Well

done for not ruining the planet.” 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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Information about this study

Methods: This was a qualitative study. Participants were 33 adults (12 commuters, 21 older adults) who took part in
focus groups in Witney and Bicester. Eight went on to complete a ‘go-along’ interview, a qualitative interview that
was conducted during, or shortly after, an accompanied journey in the participants’ neighbourhood by bicycle or on
foot. The journey and interview were recorded using a chest-mounted video camera and reviewed afterwards with
participants.
Focus groups, interview data and voice recordings from go-along interviews were fully transcribed. We used the
Framework method of thematic analysis.
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