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A B S T R A C T   

Background: Children’s possibility to be physically active is linked to their parent’s socioeconomic 
status. The use of active travel has the potential to increase daily physical activity among chil-
dren. Parents are the gate-keepers to children using active school travel (AST) and their per-
ceptions has shown to impact children’s travel mode. Few studies have explored parents’ 
perceptions about AST in disadvantaged neighborhoods and there is a lack of knowledge of their 
perceptions of the physical and social environment associated with school travel. 
Purpose: To explore parents’ perceptions towards AST when living in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods. 
Methods: Twelve parents participated in semi-structured interviews, and a qualitative content 
analysis was used to analyze the data. 
Results: The findings show that parents faced dilemmas, striving to facilitate AST. Parents per-
ceptions are presented as A, B, C categories that are likely to be important when promoting AST in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods, Acknowledging AST advantages, Balancing barriers, and Creating 
opportunities to use AST. 
Conclusions: Despite having a positive attitude towards AST, insecure neighborhoods and social 
exclusion affect parents’descisions about AST. When promoting AST in disadvantaged neigh-
borhoods, measures to enable AST should include efforts supporting community building, social 
participation, road safety and ways of promoting bicycling. Engaging children in AST could have 
a positive influence on their independent mobility, thereby impacting their development and 
preparing them for the future.   

1. Introduction 

Only a low proportion of children meet the recommendation of 60 min of daily physical activity worldwide (Guthold et al., 2020; 
WHO Regional Office for Europe, 2021) and in Sweden, even though having a good built environment for physical activity, children 
have a low amount of overall physical activity and the sedentary behaviour are high (Delisle Nyström et al., 2018). There is a clear 
connection between physical activity and socio-economic background; children and young people with a lower socioeconomic status 
generally devote less time to physical activity in their free time (Beenackers Marielle et al., 2012). In addition, according to Mörk et al. 
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(2020), there are differences already at birth in children’s conditions depending on the family’s financial situation. The lower the 
income distribution, the more likely it is that children have poor physical and mental health, and the risk for lifestyle-related illnesses, 
such as obesity, increases (Mörk et al., 2020). 

The use of active travel has the potential to increase children’s daily physical activity, as children using active travel to school have 
shown to have higher levels of physical activity than those who do not (Faulkner et al., 2009; Larouche et al., 2020; Masoumi et al., 
2020). In addition, a physically active lifestyle is often maintained from childhood up to adulthood (Rauner et al., 2015; Telama et al., 
2014; Yang et al., 2014), which makes the fact that there has been a decline in the proportion of children’s active travel to school (AST) 
the last decades (González et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2014; McMinn et al., 2012; Rothman et al., 2017) even more worrying. The benefits of 
active and independent travel among children have been associated with well-being among children, especially the physical, social and 
cognitive wellbeing (Waygood et al., 2017). In addition, Ramanathan, O’Brian, Faulkner and Stone (2014) found that parents 
perception of benefits and positive emotions in relation to active and independent travel was associated to more use of active travel. 
Active travel is also described as one way to perform better in school (Hillman et al., 2014; Käll et al., 2014) this could be even more 
important for children growing up in disadvantage neighborhoods. We conclude that active travel has huge health and environmental 
impacts and that children should be encouraged to use more active travel (World Health Organization & Regional Office for Europe, 
2022). 

Children living in low-income neighborhoods are more likely to be allowed out without adult supervision than children in high- 
income neighborhoods (Dodd et al., 2021; Mitra et al., 2014). In addition, Pabayo et al. (2012) concluded that children in Quebec 
with disadvantaged backgounds uses active school travel to a greater extent from early years and through out school years, even 
though they are exposed to more unsafe environments than other children. Nicola et al. (2011) also acknowledge that children in 
disadvantaged areas more often suffer from traffic injuris and that they are not allowed to cycle as much as they want due to parental 
fear. Previous research has also shown that distance from home to school is the strongest predictor of getting to school independently 
and that the frequency increases with age (Schoeppe et al., 2014). However, in Sweden, Westman et al. (2017) showed that more 
parents chosed to drive their children by car of social convience reasons or when the child was not allowed to travel independently, but 
that distance was not significantly associated with mode choice. Another important factor is perceived safety, Villanueva et al. (2014) 
point out the importance of improving safety and making districts safer and more accessible to increase children’s independent 
mobility. From the child perspective, Bromley and Stacey (2012) report that teenagers in disadvantage neighborhoods feel less secure 
and safe in their neighborhoods than teenagers in affluent neighborhoods, but safer in urban centers. Banerjee et al. (2014) found that 
children in inner-city neighborhoods of Los Angeles consider danger in their social milieu as a greater concern than the physical milieu. 
The social norms in the neigborhood, like knowing the other children was positively associated with using active school travel (Veitch 
et al., 2017). Another important factor is parent’s confidence in children’s ability to handle different safety and security situations 
which include not only cognitive skills and self-reliance but also social connectedness, that is, how well they know their local 
neighborhood and those who live and work there (Shliselberg and Givoni, 2016). Mitra et al. (2014) showed that parents in Canada, 
were more concerned about the social environment (fear of crime and violence) than the built environment (level of car traffic, quality 
of infrastructure for walking and bicycling) when it comes to decisions about their children’s unaccompanied travel. Joelsson’s (2019) 
study on middle-class parents in Sweden points out that parenthood involves risk management, where parents struggle to enable 
independent mobility for their children while also wanting to keep the children safe and secure. Mitra et al. (2014) conclude that it is 
still not known how socioeconomic and/or ethno-cultural background affects how families negotiate the spatial autonomy of the 
households’ members and is an important matter for future research. A similar conclusion is drawn by Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) 
who request more empirical research about what effect social inequality have on the mobility strategies of families. In addition, Ikeda 
et al. (2018) concluded that studies regarding neighborhood socioeconomic status in relation to active travel show inconsistent 
findings and call for more studies especially in the area of perceptions of the physical and social environment associated with school 
travel. 

To summarize, previous studies highlight the importance of acknowledging the built and the social environment when discussing 
AST and children’s independent mobility. Children’s mobility patterns reflect parents’ travel behavior and their perception of 
parenthood, including risk and safety concerning the surrounding local environment. However, research concerning the mobility 
patterns of families is generally geared towards the urban middle-class (Joelsson, T., Fridén Syrjäpalo, Henriksson, & Balkmar, 2021). 
This raises questions about how parents in disadvantaged neighborhoods reason about active mobility in general and AST specifically. 
How does the neighborhood, when partly characterized by violence and criminality, shape their understanding of how their children 
can and should travel? This paper intends to fill research gaps about how parents in disadvantaged neighborhoods perceive their 
children’s potential to engage in AST. 

1.1. Theoretical framework 

Motility is a conceptual tool that captures the interplay between material aspects of space, attitudes towards mobility, and the role 
of negotiations in social settings such as families (Kaufmann, 2016). It has been applied in some recent studies on the mobility of 
parents and children in different cultural and geographical contexts, such as Israel (Shliselberg and Givoni, 2016), Italy (Cuzzocrea and 
Mandich, 2015), and Egypt (El-Dorghamy et al., 2019). A few studies have specifically highlighted how urban inequalities shape 
motility (Schwanen and Nixon, 2020) and the mobility practices of residents in disadvantaged neighborhoods in Sweden (Henriksson 
et al., 2021). 

Kaufmann (2016) distinguishes between realized mobility and potential mobility (motility). While realized mobility is the actual 
movement in space, potential mobility (motility) is described as the individual capacity to use available resources to travel (Flamm and 
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Kaufmann, 2006). Motility depends on access to different modes of travel, which is dependent on economic resources, spatial planning, 
services etc., but also on different competencies (e.g., bodily functions, skills such as driving or language, cultural knowledge, the 
ability to navigate in space and make use of information regarding traffic regulations, and route schedules). Finally, motility is also 
shaped by how groups, such as families or a wider community, consider available options to travel and relate to norms and attitudes. 
Kaufmann (2016) highlights that motility is fundamentally social and changes under different circumstances. Therefore, to understand 
present and future mobility practices, the knowledge about how individuals reason about strategies, norms, desires, and habits is 
important (Flamm and Kaufmann, 2006). The family is an important context where motility is shaped (Kaufmann and Widmer, 2006). 
Different strategies for upbringing, which vary greatly depending on available social, cultural, and financial resources, also affect 
motility. Teaching children to master different vehicles, and to travel unaccompanied is a vital part of fostering. Kaufmann and 
Widmer (2006) suggest that the residential location of families is an important site to investigate motility. How residential location 
resonates with how the family is organized and oriented toward openness, independence, or closure and control, is an important key to 
understanding both realized and potential mobility (motility) (ibid.). Using the motility concept in this way makes it possible to 
describe and analyze the everyday travel of families and how the local environment allows or restricts active travel. 

2. Method 

Since the study aimed to explore parents’ perceptions of active school travel, a qualitative design was applied. The study is based on 
in-depth interviews with parents living in disadvantaged neighborhoods in Sweden. The study was part of a larger ongoing research 
project promoting AST (Lindqvist and Rutberg, 2018). There are different ways of defining disadvantaged neighborhoods, where some 
focus on the level of criminal elements and the impact on the local community (The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention, 
2018), where other focus on socio-economic factors related to low income levels, low education levels and low employment levels (The 
delegation against segregation, 2022). In public debates, disadvantaged neighborhoods in Sweden are often described as “migrant 
suburbs” and as “enclaves”, even if it is socioeconomic circumstances rather than the ethnic composition that explain difficult con-
ditions (Backvall, 2019). It is well-documented (The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention, 2018) that inhabitants of 
disadvantaged urban neighbourhoods, in particular women, perceive their neighbourhoods as unsafe and are worried about crimi-
nality, especially during night-time. In comparison to other national contexts, disadvantaged neighborhoods in Sweden are charac-
terized by housing and public transportation policies that emphasize social welfare. However, a more market-driven oriented 
development blurs this image (Grander, 2018). In the study, we included parents living in neighbourhoods that are described as 
disadvantaged in official reports, due to a mix of socio-economic factors and the precense of criminal elements. 

2.1. Participants 

The recruitment process included reaching out to the civic society and organizations with activities in three disadvantaged 
neighborhoods, located in the same geographic area in a larger urban region in Sweden. The areas are described as disadvantaged in 
several official reports as well as in media. A non-profit association that works for equal health in disadvantaged neighborhoods was 
asked to send out information to parents who were part of their health promotion projects aimed at 7- to 12-year-old children. 
Additionally, information about the study was given orally so as not to exclude those with reading difficulties or who had difficulties 
using digital tools. Those interested in the study contacted the author. No incentives were given to the participants, beside from 
contributing to ongoing research. 

Twelve parents, eight mothers and four fathers (33–56 years old) with children aged 7–12 years chose to participate in the study. 
The parent’s level of education varied; four parents had a higher education, seven upper secondary school levels, and two had 
completed compulsory school. Of the parents who participated, eight had a foreign background. A majority of the participants lived in 
rental apartments. One parent reported that their children did not engage in AST, three parents that some of the children engaged in 
AST, and eight parents that the children always engaged in AST, except on occasion. What the participants in this study have in 
common is that they live in a confined geographical area, with similar access to service, housing and infrastructure, in disadvantged 
neigbourhoods, and are affected by the perception of these neigbourhoods. 

2.2. Data collection 

The interviews were conducted as in-depth individual interviews. An interview guide included three areas; parents’ positive and 
negative experiences towards AST, parents’ experiences of other people’s influence on their decisions about their children’s use of AST 
and the parents’ perception of what makes it difficult or prevents children from using AST. Following the recommendations from Kvale 
and Brinkmann (2009), follow-up questions were asked to get more in-depth answers. A pilot interview was conducted before the 
interviews started but did not change the interview guide. The study was carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to pandemic 
restrictions in Sweden, the interviews were conducted by telephone. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

2.3. Data analysis 

The material was analyzed through content analysis with an inductive approach inspired by Graneheim and Lundman (2004). The 
analysis was done by repeatedly reading the transcribed text to get an overview of the content and to identify meaningful units. These 
were condensed down and coded, the codes were compared for similarities and differences, and then preliminary subcategories and 
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categories were set. After comparing content within and between categories, these were merged into ten categories. In this process, the 
aim was to stay close to the text. Moving back and forth, comparing similarities and differences, three subthemes and one main theme 
were formulated based on the text as a whole, the content of the categories and the interpretation of the latent content. 

2.4. Ethics 

The study was performed following the ethical principles of the World Medical Association’s Declaration of Helsinki. The study was 
approved by the Ethical Review Authority, Sweden, prior to the start of the research project (Dnr: 2021-00283). 

3. Results 

The analysis resulted in one main theme and three subthemes (Table 1). Representative quotations from mothers (M) and fathers 
(F) were used and were labeled with a participant number (1–12). 

3.1. Though facing dilemmas, parents seek to facilitate AST 

According to the parents, parenting is about facing different dilemmas and making the right priorities by weighing the pros and 
cons. It was perceived as difficult to choose between what they believed was good for the children in the long run and handling the 
worries that the chosen route to school raised. The parents considered the potential outcomes of different choices and reasoned about 
how those choices could affect the children. They highlighted how choices were governed under the conditions the families lived in 
and the overall life situation. Facing difficult dilemmas, parents seek to facilitative AST despite adverse conditions. In the following 
subthemes, we will describe these aspects in more detail. 

3.1.1. Acknowledging AST advantages 
The parents described many positive consequences of using AST. Most evident were the short-term effects, that their children were 

physically active and at the same time got fresh air on their way to school. They described that their children had more energy, became 
more alert, and were ready to learn when they arrived at school. AST was also highlighted as a way for the children to make friends 
during the school trip. Some parents expressed that AST was also a way to prevent their child from becoming overweight or spoiled by 
becoming used to motorized travel. Parents reflected on the importance of creating good living habits at an early stage; being 
physically active was considered important for the children to feel good and because it could create better conditions in life in the long 
run. 

“Yes, of course, if you cycle or walk to school, you get both fresh air and exercise; that’s what I think is the good part”F9 

The parents also believed that walking or biking to school was a way to prepare them for the future, become more independent, 
and encourage taking responsibility, which was an important part of the children’s development. 

“The children should feel free; they shall have the confidence to do things [by themselves]” M10 

“I think children should also be able to feel safe and not that we guard them all the time, but I don’t know “M4 

Parents reflected on their upbringing, having no other choice than to use AST, which influenced their attitude in favor of active 
travel. Some also argued that inactive parents greatly contributed to their children becoming inactive. A way to encourage and inspire 
the children was by using active modes of travel to work themselves. Moreover, showing interest in the child and following along 
contributed to the children becoming more active. Parents believed that if the children were active, the chances increased that they 
became interested in sports and, therefore, had something to focus on, which decreased the risk of ending up in criminality. 

“That you sort of encouraging them and that you are active with them, I think the only way is that you are involved yourself, the 
children will see that you are active in those moments” M4 

3.1.2. Balancing barriers 
Letting their children engage in AST led to parents experiencing worries linked to concerns in the neighborhood and the traffic. 

They experience today’s society as tough, with problems increasing over the past 10 years. Their description of insecure neighbor-
hoods, was either based on their own experiences of violent encounters, hear-saying from neighbors, or what they saw on the news. 
The parents described, among other things, fights before their eyes, nearby explosions, and youth gangs that threatened somebody 
with a knife. There was also a fear of their children getting caught in the crossfire of other events. In addition, parents also worried 
about their child coming late to school or hanging out with “wrong” friends and maybe skipping school if they went without 

Table 1 
An overview of the result.  

Theme Though facing dilemmas, parents seek to facilitate AST 

Subtheme Acknowledging AST advantages Balancing barriers Creating opportunities  
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supervision. Parents described a reduced trust in people in the neighborhood, contributing to a heavier responsibility as a parent. 

“A lot happens, these are things we have experienced, and we have seen as well. There are many young people, they fight and 
things like that and the police are involved. It happens right in front of your eyes you know and there are fights and things like 
that, I’m really scared. …. it happens everywhere, for me I do not feel safe. So I always go with them, to school too “M1 

Parents’ worries regarding the traffic were both concerns about their child’s inattention to traffic, like using mobile phones or 
drivers of cars being careless, as well as heavily trafficked crossings. The traffic and the unrest in the neighborhood were considered 
obstacles for AST, and bringing their child safely to school was important, so if they could not accompany their child actively, they 
drove him or her to school. 

“Disadvantages are that there are many places where you have to cross busy roads, and I don’t know of other alternative roads to 
school, I am worried and therefore I always walk next to him “M8 

One obstructing factor to using AST was that the residents in the neighborhood did not know each other and did not trust each 
other. As a parent, it was important to control which friends the children had. Children were encouraged not to become friends 
with certain children in the neighborhood as they could influence the child in the wrong direction, e.g., get involved in criminal 
gangs or drugs. In addition, parents experienced that it was difficult to get in touch with other residents in the neighborhood; 
many kept their distance. Not knowing the other parents of children in the same school made it harder for the children to go 
together or that parents could take turns going with the children to school. The parents also considered that it affected the 
possibility of security in the neighborhood as it was common not to interfere with other people’s private and personal matters 
and to tell other people’s children if they had done something they were not allowed to do was considered wrong. In addition, 
parents who were newcomers in Sweden said that it was difficult to get into the system and get to know neighbors and that 
people were afraid of foreigners and, therefore, did not greet in the streets or engage in conversations easily. 

“For example, if you are neighbors and you don’t have time to go with your children to school one day, they could go with them 
instead. I think it could be a possibility, but today in the neighborhood, you do not trust each other” M1 

“The place where I live, I’m out a lot with my children because I do not want him to be friends with some of the children in the 
neighborhood …. I do not want to say they are bad; maybe it’s their parents” F9 

The parents considered daily stress an important factor in the choice to use AST and that today’s stress is high for children and 
adults. The parents reflected that saving time was prioritized due to stress, which led to the children being chauffeured in cars or being 
asked to use public transport. Something that was of great importance for the choice of AST was the parents’ work situation (what 
hours they worked, how flexible it was, and where the work was relative to the home). 

The distance to the school was highlighted as an important factor in whether the children used AST. If the distance to school was 
perceived as too long, it was more difficult for the parent to follow the children to school. Instead it was perceived as safer for the 
children to take the bus or to be chauffeured by car. Parents believed that the choice of school was an opportunity to influence the 
children’s future, to choose a better school for the child that was safer and created more opportunities. Bullying and criminality were 
mentioned as a reason for not choosing a nearby school and what resources the school had. This meant that the distance to the school 
could be long, so AST was not possible for the children. 

“My son went to another school before. But a couple of other parents and we noticed that there was a guy selling drugs right on 
the edge of the school (…) I finally changed school for him” M6 

The parents said they wanted the children to walk or cycle if they lived closer to the school. Even if AST was considered important, 
prioritizing a better school for the children’s prospects was more important. As a result, children living in the same neighborhood 
rarely had the same route to school. To go to school with a friend or parents taking turns walking with the children to school were 
interpreted as strategies that could support AST but were rarely possible. 

“The children who go to this school are so scattered [geographically]. I think it was something that was possible many years ago 
when you could not choose a school. Now you must choose which school the children go to. Before, half the class could go 
together because you lived almost in the same neighborhood, but that is not the case today” M6 

Parents felt that AST was not always a choice that was possible due to several factors, not only the distance to school or available 
cycling infrastructure They reflected, among other things, that cycling to school required financial resources as well as cycling skills. 
Economic constraints was therefore considered an obstacle as not only a bicycle but also a helmet are required to use a bicycle to travel 
to school. Furthermore, if a parent cannot ride a bike and the children feel insequre about their cycling skills, it affects the parent’s 
decision to let the children ride the bike themselves. 

“But when you are unsure, you do not want to, or when the parents themselves cannot cycle, and the children are a little 
insecure, you do not want to let them on the roads” F11 

3.1.3. Creating opportunities 
Parents expressed that they needed to control their children’s everyday movements to feel more secure. The need for control had 

increased due to the perceived negative societal changes. Therefore, the parents considered it necessary to go to school with their 
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children if the children were to use AST. Mobile phones and GPSs were used to keep track of the children at all times. Parents realized 
this could be seen as overprotecting when the child is constantly guarded, but they thought it was a justified fear. 

“So if you just say they should walk or bike to school themselves, I don’t know if they are in school or I cannot be completely 
sure. You don’t know what could happen on the way. So, it is more appropriate that you go with the children to school yourself” 
M10 

Accompanying children to school was also seen as an opportunity to teach them to navigate in the local neighborhood and feel safe 
when they will go alone to school in the future. In addition, walking or cycling together to school was considered valuable for the 
relationship with the child, to spend time together and talk freely. AST was a way to socialize and talk about things you did not have 
time for otherwise, which laid a foundation for close family ties. 

“I have a 13-year-old; she does not want to tell me everything. What she is doing and things like that. But she opens up a lot more 
when she hangs out with me; I do not have to ask her that; she can open up and talk to me. So, you not only have this kind of 
father-daughter contact that you can be a little friend too” F5 

Parents also reflected on the schools’ power to impact physical activity among the children. Schools were considered a valuable 
arena to promote good habits like AST. For example, parents had noticed that in past times, all excursions were done by bike and taking 
the bus. The schools were also identified as an actor that can facilitate biking to school by providing parking spaces and suggesting 
infrastructure changes, like dividing the walking and cycling space on the roads to prevent accidents. The school can promote active 
school travel by using measurements and rewards. 

“It is good if the school has an initiative, just like my child’s school had, getting points for using AST, the children really affected 
each other … and tried to get those who did not already walk or bike to try it, children said, “you must tell your parents” and so 
on” F12 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Discussion of results 

In this study, parents’ perceptions of AST have been explored. It is one of few studies focusing on possibilities for active mobility in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. The study provides insights regarding not only perceptions of AST but also aspects that influence 
parental decision-making and suggests how to provide more opportunities for AST in disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

We have considered parents’ perceptions towards active travel through the lens of motility, which emphasizes how AST is an 
outcome of the interplay between socialization processes and negotiations in families, as well as material aspects, such as the built 
environment and social surroundings. Building on this, we want to discuss our findings concerning three overall aspects that shape 
possibilities for AST in disadvantaged neighborhoods: AST as something inherently good and a vital part of socialization, the char-
acteristics of disadvantaged neighborhoods as a barrier, and the societal rhythm that do not support the conditions of low-income 
earners. 

First, we can conclude that AST and traveling independently are interpreted as inherently good. AST was considered an important 
way to create healthy habits, and to encourage children to take responsibility. In other words, a way to prepair children for the future. 
This is in line with Waygood et al. (2017) who in their literature review found that autonomuous travel enhance children’s self-esteem 
and control and that active travel is an important part of their development. This centers active mobility as pivotal to teaching children 
what a good life is. The findings show that the parents were eager to make the right decisions about their children but they faced 
dilemmas and weighed between the pros and cons of using AST. Guiding their children to be physically active and use active travel was 
considered important and positive for their health. Acknowledging the benefits of AST has in other research shown to be important 
when increasing the use of active travel among children (Ramanathan et al., 2014). Also, as some parents did, training the children 
how to find their way by foot or bike supports and develops capabilities for active mobility and thus shapes motility. Kaufmann and 
Widmer (2006) describe motility as closely related to how parents socialize children into a future, desired mobility. This is related to 
perceptions about good parenthood, as expressed in recent studies about middle-class parents in Sweden (Forsberg et al., 2020; 
Joelsson, 2019). 

Secondly, despite this, the characteristics of the local environment (heavy traffic, criminality, and violence) and the absence of 
social networks made it difficult to fully engage the children in AST. This is in line with Veitch et al. (2017) who found a positive 
association between the use of active travel and parents perceptions of knowing the other children travel actively to school. However, 
this is not only relevant for disadvantaged areas as Rutberg and Lindqvist (2019) found that having peers accompaning to school 
relieved parental worries and increased the sense of security. In terms of motility, the absence of social networks makes active travel 
less accessible to families. Parents described traffic and an insecure society as the biggest obstacles to letting their children walk 
independently. It was mainly the younger children the parents were worried about. Forsberg et al. (2020) describe that parents believe 
that the age of the children is an important factor because it is related to skills, such as being able to calculate the consequences of their 
actions. 

The parents in this study experienced that they had little contact with their neigbourhoods and other living in their neighborhood, 
resulting in a lack of community trust. This also led to increased control of the children as they were not allowed to move freely. This is 
in line with Alparone and Pacilli (2012) who found that maternal perceptions of social danger in the environment was the strongest 
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predictor of children’s independent mobility. In addition, Prezza and Pacilli (2007) found that higher amount of autonomous mobility 
in childhood, predicted less intense fear of crime and a stronger sense of community, which highlight the importance of increasing the 
use of active travel in disadvantaged areas. Parents in our study also controlled what friends their children had. This, in turn, 
constituted an obstacle for AST as parents did not allow their children to go with other parents or go with children whose parents they 
did not trust or know. This is described by Crawford et al. (2017) where places characterized by strong social capital and cohesion 
enabled a higher level of independent mobility for children. Knowing people in the local neighborhood who could help them with their 
children if needed was an important part of parents’ and children’s perceived security. Because of the growing expectations of being a 
good parent and increasing insecurity in society, an upward trend is seen around parents’ restrictions and monitoring of children’s free 
time (Holt et al., 2016). Overall, as a result of unsafe traffic, violence, and lack of community trust in the local environment, the 
families, as Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) describe it, orient towards closure and control rather than openness and independence, 
which shapes motility and is reflected in their mobility strategies. 

Several studies confirm a strong link between the perceived security and the degree of independence parents give their children, 
which in turn affects the use of AST (Crawford et al., 2017; Forsberg et al., 2020; Joelsson, 2019). Crawford et al. (2017) also show that 
insecurity in society and traffic are the biggest obstacles for parents to use AST. Even if parents perceived the risk of criminal acts 
affecting their children as low, that risk was considered unacceptable among the parents. Westman et al. (2017) describe that the 
parent’s level of education has a direct impact on perceived safety. Parents with a higher level of education are less likely to indicate 
that insecurity is an obstacle to AST. One speculation is that parents with a higher level of education may provide skills for calculating 
potential risks. Education can also affect how we value news and media reporting; these do not always reflect reality but increase our 
fear. The results of this study could indicate this when parents described several events they heard from others or heard about on the 
news and were therefore worried. However, some parents have experienced violent encounters, such as knife threats and fights, and 
have witnessed drug dealings in their vicinity, which justify the perceception of insecure neighborhoods. Other studies showed that 
higher education increased awareness of risks and thus also car use (Mehdizadeh et al., 2017; Westman et al., 2017). The parents in this 
study are highly aware of the risks and weigh them against the advantages of AST, which indicates that the level of education is not 
always a correct measurement. There is an underlying tendency in some of the literature on independent mobility to depict perceived 
dangers, as something irrational and as a “constructed” barrier to support AST or independent travel. The parents in this study have 
real-life experiences of violence and criminality in their neighborhood, complicating choices about AST. 

Third, how the present society is organized influence the overall living conditions of families in disadvantaged neighborhoods and 
prevents AST. The pace of everyday life with stressful moments, such as “the school run” and inflexible working hours, also shapes the 
motility of the included families (c.f. (Greed, 2019). Schools and other amenities are located in different and scattered parts of the city, 
and the overall societal rhythm prioritizes an organization of everyday life that demands resources like money, motorized transport, 
and flexible working life (c.f. (Roy et al., 2004). The families we have interviewed have inflexible working hours and travel long 
distances to get to school and work, which leaves little room for time-consuming trips to school, which is also reflected in a study about 
working poor mothers in Chicago (Roy et al., 2004). Lack of time or difficulties managing daily responsibilities, together with picking 
up and dropping off the children, was one reason they took the car instead of going by public transport. This is also in line with 
Westman et al. (2017) who stated that social convenience reasons had a wider impact on travel mode, than distance when it came to 
using the car instead of active travel. Several parents chose schools located further away because these schools were considered to 
create better prospects for their children in the long run, and by that priority loosing the possibility to engage in AST, even if they 
considered also this as important for their childrens development. 

Lacking economic resources puts constraints on the possibility of cycling, as bicycles are regarded as expensive and difficult to store 
safely. In terms of motility, bicycling is perceived as an inaccessible as a mode of transport for families in diasadvantaged neig-
bourhoods. The parents also reported lacking skills in cycling. This reflects literature on bicycling among immigrant women in low- 
income neighborhoods, which highlights how lacking skills in bicycling prevents women from traveling independently. Immigrant 
women want to learn how to bike to support AST and to make care trips (Breengaard et al., 2021). 

Parents’ socioeconomic status and access to a car in the family have, in some cases, been shown to be related to AST, which means 
that children in families with low-income jobs commute to a greater extent than those with higher income (Davison et al., 2008). A 
study of young children in Canada (Gonzalez et al., 2020) found that those living in poverty were more likely to engage in AST despite 
being exposed to unsafe environments, which is an expression of environmental injustice. This indicates that AST is a need in 
low-income neighborhoods rather than a choice. 

The results in this study point to difficulties in engaging in AST that reflects uneven mobility or mobility injustice (Sheller, 2018). 
Gonzalez et al. (2020) suggest that initiatives such as security roads to school or walking school buses can work to improve safety and 
strengthen AST in disadvantaged neighborhoods. These strategies highlight the importance of parenting, schooling, and community 
involvement and the interaction between these groups. Different measures to make cycling more accessible would likely support AST 
in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Based on a study on bicycle advocates in disadvantaged neighborhoods in Brazil and England, 
Schwanen and Nixon (2020) argue that bike repair shops and bicycle schools, typically organized through bicycle advocates with roots 
in civil rights movements or civic society, can act as an enabler for even and independent mobility for vulnerable groups. Schwanen 
and Nixon (2020) also show that local initiatives to support bicycling, prevent transport poverty and, since many parents in our 
material express a wish for a closer community where people recognize and know each other, developing the infrastructure for 
bottom-up bicycling initiatives can be an important way forward. Efforts to increase the social community and participation in society 
are important to achieving the public health policy goals of creating conditions for good and equal health in the entire population and 
reducing health gaps (The Public Health Agency, 2020). 
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4.2. Method discussion 

In the study, a qualitative method was chosen to describe parents’ perceptions of AST in disadvantaged neighborhoods. The 
qualitative approach enables in-depth knowledge about complex issues from the perspective of individuals. Even if it is not possible to 
generalize the finding in a traditional sense, due to the qualitative approach and the a small sample, the transferability of the finding 
are still valuable due to the rich information and insights concerning parents’ perceptions about AST. According to Graneheim and 
Lundman (2004) the transferability of the findings can be facilitated by describing the context, participants and the research process. 
Several participants did not have Swedish as their primary language, which could have affected their opportunity to express all 
thoughts and attitudes due to language barriers. The language skills were considered sufficient for an interview to be conducted. The 
interviews were conducted over the telephone which might have affected the participants’ possibility to talk freely (face-to-face 
meetings can be vital to developing trust). However, the interviews were rich in information. To strengthen the credibility of the study, 
quotes from the interviews were presented (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). Both men and women participated; some had experience 
using AST, and some did not. This provided diversity, and there were good opportunities to shed light on various aspects of the 
investigated subject. Another strength was that few parents in the study had a university education, and the majority had an immigrant 
background, which reflect the population in disadvantaged neighborhoods. This provides new insights as previous studies conducted 
in Sweden that explore parents’ perceptions about AST mainly included parents with a higher level of education (Forsberg et al., 2020; 
Joelsson, 2019). 

5. Conclusions 

Few studies have explored parents living in disadvantaged neighborhoods perceptions of AST and even if our result can not be 
generalized in a traditional sense, it provides important insights into parents’ perceptions of facing different dilemmas and making the 
right priorities by weighing the pros and cons of their children’s use of AST. The findings indicate that parents have a positive attitude 
towards AST, and the parents emphazise how AST have the potential to enhance the children’s development and prepare them for the 
future. On the other hand, the finding also illustrates how insecure neighbourhoods and social exclusion affect parents’ decisions about 
AST. We recommend efforts to support community building and participation in society as well as promote bicycling, to positively 
impact the use of AST in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Measures to improve road safety and walking- and cycling infrastrucuture are 
also key to support AST. Engaging children in AST could have an impact on children’s independent mobility, which would have an 
impact on their development. Knowledge from this study is relevant for initiatives aimed at promoting children’s use of AST in 
disadvantaged neighborhoods. 
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Masoumi, H., Martin, v.R., Grzegorz, Sierpiński, 2020. Children’s independent mobility to school in seven European countries: a multinomial logit model. Int. J. 

Environ. Res. Publ. Health 17 (9149), 9149. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17239149. 
McMinn, D., Rowe, D.A., Murtagh, S., Nelson, N.M., 2012. The effect of a school-based active commuting intervention on children’s commuting physical activity and 

daily physical activity. Prev. Med.: An Int. J. Devoted Pract. Theory 54 (5), 316–318. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2012.02.013. 
Mehdizadeh, M., Nordfjaern, T., Mamdoohi, A.R., Shariat Mohaymany, A., 2017. The role of parental risk judgements, transport safety attitudes, transport priorities 

and accident experiences on pupils’ walking to school. Accid. Anal. Prev. 102, 60–71. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aap.2017.02.020. 
Mitra, R., Faulkner, G.E.J., Buliung, R.N., Stone, M.R., 2014. Do parental perceptions of the neighbourhood environment influence children’s independent mobility? 

Evidence from Toronto, Canada. Urban Stud. 51 (16), 3401–3419. 
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