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Summary 

1. The Issue 

Traffic planning activity aimed at reducing Motorised Individual Transport (MIT) 
has, until now, been aimed primarily at minimising road usage, even though it is a 
well-known and widely accepted fact that motor car availability is one of the most 
important criteria for the choice of transport. Despite this, there has been very 
little discussion about influencing motor car ownership as a traffic-planning 
instrument. 

Car ownership is still very much a question of income. This leads to the 
conclusion that anybody with sufficient disposable income will purchase a car. 
The present study questions this rather shortsighted conclusion, and starts with 
the hypothesis that certain individuals might see it as an advantage, and a major 
issue of quality of life, not to own a car. In this context, it is of vital importance to 
ascertain whether members of a household have volunteered to live without a 
car, or whether they have been forced into this situation by economic, health or 
other circumstances. 

An additional question would ask whether these individuals are cultivating a new 
kind of life style, and whether they are relatively immune to the temptations of car 
ownership. If this is a valid thesis, then one can assume that voluntary abstention 
from car ownership indicates a rather more mobile segment of society. Among 
pensioners‘ households with – in comparison with other segments of society – 
fewer journeys and activities, those without cars would be more likely to have to 
have been forced by circumstances to live without a car. One can assume that 
the mobility patterns of a larger proportion of the new car-free lifestyle groups 
mentioned before would be similar to the mobility patterns of car owners, 
especially as these groups would tend to lead a predominantly urban lifestyle. 

The present study is based on a relatively small random selection of 300 
households, and has been limited to non-pensioners’ households in order to 
preserve the validity of evidence for voluntary abstention from car ownership. 

2. Survey Approach 

The objective of the study is to provide quantitative and qualitative findings from 
car-free households, and to demonstrate measures for traffic planning that could 
make life without a car less difficult, or even more desirable. 
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The study consists of three sections: 
• Evaluation of the Micro Census Traffic Behaviour Patterns 1994 (MZV 94). 
• Execution and evaluation of a representative survey of 300 households in the 

conurbations of Basle, Bern and Zurich; 
• Development of measures to influence the living and mobility conditions for 

car-free households. 
Comparisons with the data presented by U. and O. Reutter in their Dortmund 
study entitled ”Autofreies Leben in der Stadt, autofreie Stadtquartiere im Bestand, 
Dortmund 1996” (Car-free Living in the City, Existing Car-free Urban areas) will 
be used, in co-operation with the ”Institut für Landes- und 
Standentwicklungsforschung” (Institute for Rural and Urban Development 
Research – ILS), to assess the extent to which differing public transport 
scenarios in Germany and Switzerland affect car-free households. 

3. Evaluation of the Micro Census Traffic 1994 
An analysis of raw data from the Micro Census Traffic Behaviour Patterns 1994 is 
used to create a profile of car-free households in Switzerland. The survey is 
representative of the resident population of Switzerland in regard to households, 
and persons over 6 years of age. 

Approximately one quarter of all Swiss households are car-free. 

 

Figure S-1: Proportion of car-free households in Switzerland 
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There are, however, significant regional differences: 

Figure S-2: Percentage of car-free households by the five main regions  
 (n=16,567 households) 

The five largest cities of Switzerland (Basle, Bern, Geneva, Lausanne and 
Zurich) have a significantly higher proportion of car-free households than smaller 
towns and rural areas. Almost 1 million people or 14% of the Swiss population 
live in these cities. 
  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure S-3: Percentage of car-free households, by urban nature  
  (n=16,567 households) 

The fact that large cities have a higher proportion of car-free households is not 
only caused by better public transport services, but also by social structures – 44 
per cent of households in large cities are comprised of single persons (25 per 
cent in rural areas). 
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Figure S-4: Percentage of car-free households, by size of household  
  (n=16,567 Households) 

The proportion of car-free households decreases with size. The proportion of car-
free singles’ households is also clearly greatest in the large cities. 

18.3% of the Swiss population – 14% of men and 22.4% of women – live in the 
25 per cent of all households which are car-free. Age, as well as sex, is another 
crucial factor – a more than proportional number of people over the age of 60 live 
in car-free households. 

4. Own Research 

The overall base of this study is the car-free households of non-pensioners within 
the conurbations of Bern, Basle and Zurich. Car-free ”retirement households”, 
where all members are over 65 years of age, were not included. In Spring 1997, 
a total of 300 randomly selected households from the above mentioned 
conurbations were interviewed by telephone. These interviews were of between 
30 and 45 minutes duration. It was possible to reduce screening effort to some 
extent by using an up-to-date address list of car owner households. 

As the Micro Census data illustrates, the proportion of the study’s overall base of 
non-retirement car-free households differs significantly from the proportion of all 
car-free households within the study area: 
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Figure S-5: Percentage of car-free households within the three conurbations of this 
study, differentiated by all households and non-retirement households 

The term ”car-free households” in the following paragraphs always means car-
free non-retirement households within the conurbations of Basle, Bern and 
Zurich. 

The large differences between inner cities and their outer conurbations is of more 
interest than the differences between all households and non-retirement 
households as illustrated in figure S-5: in all three study areas the proportion of 
car-free households in inner cities is almost double that of car-free households in 
their outer conurbations. 

4.1. Contentment with a Car-free Life 

A very high proportion – 86% – of all car-free households claimed to be quite 
content with their car-free existence, although an own car would occasionally 
have been welcome, and the choice of a car-free life was not always voluntary. 
Just 2% were really unhappy without a car. This fact is, to a large extent, 
independent of the question as to whether the interviewees refrained from 
owning a car voluntarily or involuntarily. This confirms the earlier results in 
Dortmund, where a similarly high degree of contentment was found1. 

4.2. Socio-demographic Profile of Car-free Households 

Households without their own car are predominantly singles’ households. In a 
comparison of these as a proportion of all car-free households within the three 

 
1  Reutter, Oscar; Reutter, Ulrike (1996): Autofreies Leben in der Stadt, autofreie Stadtquartiere im Bestand, 
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study conurbations, which is around 32%2, there are almost twice as many car-
free singles’ households at 57%. Couples with children are noticeably 
underrepresented, and those without children are a little underrepresented. There 
are proportionately twice as many single parents without cars as in all 
households within these conurbations. 

Household incomes are somewhat below average. In particular, about 70% of 
singles’ households have an income of below 5,000 SFr per month. 

85% of car-free households are located in rented flats, which is about 10 per cent 
above the proportion of rented accommodation for all households. 

In general our own data confirms the results of the Micro Census of 1994. People 
living in car-free households 
• are singles or single parents, 
• are women, 
• are living in rented accommodation, 
• are of a left-wing political persuasion, 
• earn below average, 
• live in towns rather than rural areas. 

4.3. Giving up the Car 
65% of study households had never owned a car at the time of the study; 13% of 
households gave up their car during the past five years; and 22% did so more 
than five years previously. 

somewhat involuntary giving up:
financial/health reasons
change of personal circumstances (40.0%)

Somewhat involuntary giving up:
road accident  (9.0%)

voluntary giving up:
change of address and/or job (16.4%)

voluntary giving up:
car superfluous (18.1%)

voluntary giving up:
ecological reasons (0.5%)

other reasons, mixed reasons  (16%)

 

Figure S-6: Main reasons for giving up the car (n=105) 

 
2  MZ Verkehr 1994, youngest household member below 65 years of age 
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Apparently, in most cases giving up the car was triggered by a change of 
personal or external circumstances, regardless of voluntary or involuntary 
decisions. Ecological considerations, or lack of need, were not the main reasons 
for this decision. 

4.4. Voluntarily or Involuntarily Car-free 

One of the most important questions was whether a significant number of 
households chose to be car-free voluntarily. This question should not be 
confused with the question as to whether their decision to give up the car was 
voluntary. This is not an issue of giving up, but rather one of car-free existence. 
Even people who have never possessed a driving-licence can be voluntarily car-
free. Another question was whether people who were forced to give up their car 
could develop  into voluntarily car-free households. 

A household can be considered voluntarily car-free if: – 
• no external (health or financial) reasons are given for a car-free life; 
• the decision not to have a car was taken deliberately, and 
• life without a car has been integrated to a large extent into every-day life and 

has become an element of the lifestyle. 

On the other hand a car-free situation can be considered somewhat involuntary 
if: –  

• financial and/or health reasons are given as the main reasons for a car-free 
existence; and  

• life without a car cannot be considered as a marked element of every-day life 
in this household. 

See figure S-7. 
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Main reason n % 

‘Lifestyle integration’ and 
‘deliberate decision’ 102 33.8% 

Financial reasons 46 15.2% 

Health reasons 3 1% 
Financial & health reasons 7 2.3% 

‘Lifestyle integration’ and ‘it just 
happened’ 20 6.6% 

Financial and/or health reasons 
plus ‘lifestyle integration’ 

50 16.6% 

Other main reasons, no main 
reason given 

74 24.5% 

TOTAL 302 100% 

 

Figure S-7: Voluntarily Car-free 

According to this definition: – 
• around one third of car-free households have made their 

choice entirely voluntarily;  
• just under one fifth are car-free somewhat involuntarily; and  
• just under half cannot be categorised clearly in one of these 

opposing groups and have been classified as ”ambivalent.” 

4.5. The Profile of Voluntarily Car-free Households 

The profile of voluntarily car-free households is distinguished from the profile of 
all car-free households by the following facts: – 
• their income is higher than the average income of all car-free household; 
• they have enjoyed a better education; 
• they have an above average interest in politics and tend to be left-wing or 

”green”; 
• they are predominantly content with their car-free situation; 
• they have rarely (or never)  been interested in owning a car; 
• they regard the absence of a car in their household an advantage rather than 

a limitation; 
• they tend to be critical of cars. 

in
vo

lu
nt

ar
ily

 
ca

r-f
re

e 
”a

m
bi

va
le

nt
” 

voluntarily 
car-free 

34%

involuntarily 
car-free 

18% 

”ambivalent” 
48% 

vo
lu

nt
ar

ily
  

ca
r-f

re
e 



 Summary 

 

        

S-10 

4.6. Important Conclusions from the Data Material 

This comprehensive data material illustrates that some commonly held 
assumptions require correction: 

• In Switzerland, and especially in major cities, car-free households are a factor 
that should not be neglected. Statements such as ”Nowadays, everybody has 
a car” are completely without foundation and indicate a distorted view of 
reality. 

• At least one third of car-free households have made their choice voluntarily. 
They have integrated their car-free existence into their every-day lives and are 
quite content with that, or have even made being car-free a part of their 
lifestyle. On the other hand, although car-critical people are strongly 
represented in their group, no polarisation between involuntarily car-free 
people with a desire to own a car and voluntarily car-free ecology 
fundamentalists could be detected. Car-free existence may be an element of 
their lifestyle, but in many aspects they can hardly be distinguished from 
involuntarily car-free people, and no clear-cut case of, for example, a 
conscious ecological lifestyle concept can be detected. 

• The notion of categorising users of public transport as ”captive riders” and 
”passengers by choice” would lead to erroneous conclusions. At least one 
third of car-free households have chosen their situation deliberately. They 
have made their decision on the basis of certain circumstances. A change of 
these circumstances may motivate them to revoke their decision. This means 
that this segment of public transport users are not ”captive riders” but loyal 
customers who are quite capable of making an educated choice. If they were 
to decide otherwise, for instance because of a deterioration in public transport 
services, and were to purchase a car, they would be lost as loyal public 
transport users. 

• In general, members of car-free households display great contentment with 
their mobility options. This result is quite independent of the question of 
whether their car-free existence is a voluntary or involuntary one. 

• Those people who potentially might give up the car are predominantly not 
those people who drive less and less until, at some stage, they give it up 
altogether, for instance for ecological reasons. The main trigger is a change in 
their personal circumstances. 

• Many people living in car-free households have a relaxed attitude towards the 
motor car, and even use one if and when they consider it necessary. The 
majority of them even have – provided they possess a valid driving licence –
access to a car by arrangement with friends and acquaintances if they need 
one. Car-sharing is not yet (at least at the time of this study) a widespread 
solution. 
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4.7. Lifestyle Hypothesis 

The above-mentioned hypothesis, of a new lifestyle being established among the 
members of car-free households, has not been fully confirmed by the present 
data. The obvious link between a voluntary car-free existence and the 
organisation of every-day life does not suffice to support this hypothesis. 

One could assume that any probing into the meaningfulness, the rationale, or 
logic of a voluntary decision to live without a car would reveal a specific attitude 
towards the environment with a corresponding sense of responsibility, but this 
could not be proved. Environmental reasoning is more likely to be found linked to 
the preference for a political party and combined with a critical attitude towards 
the motor car, which in turn has correlations with voluntary car-freedom. The car-
free existence of some members of this group could be interpreted as part of a 
pronounced lifestyle of environmental concern, but this is not necessarily a 
compelling element, nor even a constituent element. 

There are, however, a considerable number of voluntarily car-free households 
whose members do not distinguish themselves by a pronounced concern for 
environmental issues or special ecological behaviour in every-day life. Voluntary 
decisions cannot be seen as an explanation for the development of a new type of 
lifestyle. 

An analysis of categorisation into a more or less homogenous social group leads 
to similar results. Although voluntarily car-free people have stronger social links 
with a certain group of people than involuntarily car-free people, and they regard 
themselves more strongly as pioneers, nevertheless these elements remain small 
even with the group of volunteers. The same number of people would negate any 
feeling of social belonging, or their role as pioneers. 

Therefore, voluntary car-freedom does not necessarily indicate a new type of 
lifestyle. Rather, it carries a strong aura of understatement and is not much 
exercised by ideology. The members of this group have made a deliberate 
decision to remain car-free for part (or all) of their life, have integrated the quality 
of mobility into their every-day life, and are appropriately content with their 
choice. Large differences in the number of car-free households between cities 
and their outer conurbations lead to the conclusion that this unspectacular 
decision is strongly linked with urban living, with the quality of public transport 
service, and with convenient local transport playing a central role. Obviously, 
their decision was made based on their experience of mobility requirements 
being satisfied without the motor car. This interpretation would, however, imply 
that the group of volunteers do indeed attach features to car ownership, be it 
costs, the time spent on maintenance, the necessity to ”get rid of the car” at the 
point of destination in order to carry out what they had been planning to do, or a 
dislike of driving oneself, etc., which they consider as detrimental to their lifestyle. 
The deliberate decision, which is not a priori an element of a superior concept of 
lifestyle, indeed indicates that a relatively rational balancing of pros and cons 
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takes place, with car ownership losing in the debate against freedom from the 
car. Such behaviour requires relatively strong independence from ideological 
conditioning and a developed sense of judgement. Above average education 
standards among voluntarily car-free people seem to support such an 
interpretation. 

5. Measures 

5.1. Objectives 

Actions have varying impacts on different target groups. 

Voluntarily car-free people need to be confirmed in their attitude towards the car 
rather than convinced of its redundancy. 

Ambivalent people need to be stabilised in their attitude towards a car-free life. 

Involuntarily car-free people, by definition, tend to obtain a car if given the 
opportunity. Actions should be aimed at protecting them from the purchase of a 
car; i.e. their car-free situation should be made sufficiently attractive to convince 
even involuntarily car-free people of the redundancy of the car. 

5.2. Methods 

The Micro Census and this study have provided a host of data to be analysed 
and interpreted in order to arrive at the appropriate actions. 

The design of an action package is mainly based on concepts and orientated at 
the feasibility of such actions. A differentiated structure is used to approach the 
problem and to evaluate the quality of a – not necessarily complete – series of 
actions and to demonstrate methods of implementation. 

Approaches to differentiation: – 
• A structure of action groups and selection of actions 
• Impact of individual actions 
• The range of impacts 

5.3. Results 

The results from analyses of the Micro Census and this study suggest a series of 
actions: 
• Goods transport 

− Car-sharing in areas with weak infrastructures 
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• Perception and communication  
− Information and image improvements aimed at children and adolescents at 

school (teaching aids, curriculum, teachers), leisure activities (clubs, youth 
organisations) and parents as role models 

− Improvements in federal government, cantonal, and communal statistics 
on car-free households 

− Integration of promotional actions, aimed at car-free households, into 
traffic planning concepts and guidelines 

− Public awareness campaigns, especially at the administration level 
− Certification of car-free households (already proved to be not very feasible) 

or establishment of associations  
• New, integrated mobility services (NIM)  

− Further development of Car-sharing 
− Mobility packages 

• Traffic planning 
− car-free residential areas 
− car-free destinations (inner cities, tourist attractions) 
− car-free periods 

• Public transport provisions 
− general improvements  
− improvements during off-peak periods 
− improvements in marginal areas, especially those not covered by regional 

traffic funding and lacking funding instruments 
• Price structures 

− taxi fares 
− car rental tariffs 
− public transport fares 

• Fiscal actions 
− road charges (legal and/or constitutional regulations required)  

• Bicycle and pedestrian traffic 
− general promotion (not covered here) 

• Parking facilities 
− Reduction of the demand for spaces at new, private parking facilities 

• Residential areas 
− car-free developments and residential areas 

• Settlement planning 
− improvements in local services 
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The resulting actions can have direct impact through alleviating life without the 
car, or rather indirect impact through general improvements to the environment of 
car-free households without direct benefits for individual households. This 
category would comprise all actions aimed at improved information on car-free 
households. 

The range of an action is of vital importance for its direct impact. ”Range” in this 
context means the number of households influenced by an action and is 
determined by the following factors: 

• Acceptability, number of households accepting a particular action 

• Number of households within the range of an action 

• Implementation, number of households within the range of co-operative, 
competent authorities 

The range of indirect impacts is determined only by competence or willingness to 
co-operate. Acceptability and number of households within the range of an action 
are unimportant. The following table summarises the range of suggested actions. 

 
 



 Summary 

 

        

S-15

 
Action direct / 

indirect 
Acceptability  
(will action lead to giving up the 
car or refrain from purchase?) 

Households within 
range 

Competence, interest, time 
and financial effort 

Range / impact 
(as ”product” of acceptability, 
number of households within 
range, and competence) 

Local supplies direct very high high if implemented 
widely 

dispersed large if implemented widely 

Car-sharing direct ca. 40% 600,000 concentrated large 

Mobility packages direct high with car owners, low with 
car-free households 

determined by Car-
sharing 

dispersed small, in combination with Car-
sharing medium to large 

Adolescents, 
schools, teaching 
aids, curriculum 

indirect   Dispersed, complex, long-
term 

small,  
medium long-term 

Adolescents, 
leisure activities 

indirect   Dispersed, requires 
engagement of associations 

small to medium 

Statistics indirect   concentrated, 
swift implementation 

medium 

Guidelines, 
concepts 

indirect   Dispersed, difficult to 
influence 

small 

Public awareness indirect   Dispersed, difficult to 
influence 

small 

Certification or 
association 

direct low to medium 500,000 uncertain, requires motivated 
implementers 

medium to large 

Car-free areas direct low low dispersed small, but medium if frequent 
through cumulative effects, 
additional indirect impact 

Car-free periods direct, 
indirect 

low in individual cases, high when 
frequent 

3 Million concentrated 
referendum as obstacle 

large as a general, regularly 
recurring event 

Combination of 
car-free areas 
and periods 

indirect   dispersed small 

Public transport 
during off-peak 
periods and in 
marginal areas 

direct high only with widespread 
implementation 

from a few thousand 
to several hundred 
thousand, depending 
on range of 
implementation 

dispersed, must be 
concentrated 

small with lack of co-ordination 
efforts, Large with co-ordination 

Car-sharing in 
areas with weak 
infrastructure 

direct ca. 50% 110,000 
medium 

Car-sharing organisation 
accumulates very little 
interest, communities 
dispersed 

small 

Public transport 
fares 

direct low (involuntarily car-free 
households: 20%) 

700,000 dispersed small 

Road charges indirect   concentrated / dispersed small 

Parking reduction 
factors 

direct, 
indirect 

high, but long-term planning 
required 

few, increasing long-
term 

dispersed, but concentrated 
influence possible through 
sign standards 

small with indirect impact, slightly 
larger long-term, medium with 
indirect impact 

Table S-1:  Summary of Actions 
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6. Conclusions 

Optimised Development of Public Transport Services and 
Local Services are the Backbone of Car-free Mobility 

• At this time, the further development of Car-sharing is considered to be the 
most promising action. This action is highly efficient through concentrated 
competence, spreading coverage, improvements to the image of a car-free 
lifestyle, and high acceptability. It guarantees car-free households the ability to 
remain car-free and it will be a major incentive for car owners to give up their 
car. 

• The establishment of associations would be an interesting action, but fraught 
with numerous uncertainties. 

• Most indirect actions contribute to improved awareness about the existence of 
car-free households.  

With the exception of Car-sharing, which has been improving the general 
conditions for the spread of car-free households through its success in the 
market, no individual action on its own can provide satisfying results. Only a 
combination of actions will be successful. 

Every individual action contributes to the spreading of car-free households by a 
fraction of one per cent or, at best, by a few percent, and only if implemented 
over large areas and in a co-ordinated way. 

Indirect actions, in particular actions to improve the awareness about car-free 
households, develop their impact only in combination with each other. Successful 
implementation of such a cluster of actions should achieve significant success. 
Improved awareness is the key to creating acceptability for further action. 

These considerations lead to the strategic approach illustrated in table S-8 below. 
Two parallel strands emerge from the mandatory preconditions of optimal public 
transport developments and optimal local services. On the one hand, all actions 
concerning technical traffic planning and mobility packages, which have already 
been integrated into the repertoire of traffic planning, are beginning to take effect. 
Promotion of slow traffic (bicycles and pedestrians), deceleration and reduction of 
motorised traffic, and improvements to residential areas, are well-established 
instruments and vital for the existence of car-free households. Further intensive 
development of Car-sharing is an ideal complement to these efforts – efforts that 
require consistent continuing application. 
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Figure S-8: Strategic Approach: in the long run, two different strands lead to a 
multitude of individual actions, but only when employed in combination 
can they develop their full impact. 

 

On the other hand, awareness about the existence of car-free households needs 
to be improved significantly. Since competence for certain action areas is 
concentrated in large organisations or federal government authorities, they are 
suitable as stepping stones for a multitude of further individual actions, each of 
which, on its own, would have very little impact and could only prove successful if 
supported by improved and widespread awareness  

 

 

Mandatory preconditions: 
• Optimal local services 
• Optimal development of 

public transport 

Improved mobility 
conditions 
• Car-sharing (mobility) 
• bicycle/pedestrian 

facilities 
• decrease of traffic  

improved residential 
areas 

Improved 
awareness about 
car-free households 
• statistics 
• associations 
• car-free periods 

Remaining group of dispersed actions 
• Car-sharing in structurally weak areas 
• Children/adolescents (schools, clubs) 
• Guidelines, concepts 
• Awareness by government authorities 
• Car-free areas 
• Public transport in marginal areas and 

off-peak periods 
• Fare structure of public transport 
• Road charges 
• Reduction of parking facilities 


