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“With us, we, like, physically can’t”: Transport, Mobility and the Leisure Experiences of Teenage 

Wheelchair Users. 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper reflects upon the experiences of 69 British teenage wheelchair users in their attempts to access 

leisure environments. Heiser’s (1995) notion of transport disability is developed, and the concepts of 

transport anxiety and mobility dependency are explored. The challenges that young people in general 

experience when attempting to access public and private forms of transport (namely buses, trains, taxis and 

private cars) are discussed, and the additional ‘layers’ of disadvantage experienced by teenage wheelchair 

users explored. The ramifications of barriers to transport for young wheelchair users in particular are shown. 
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Introduction 

 

During the past two decades there has been a growing recognition that poor access to suitable transport can 

contribute to social exclusion (Lyons 2003; Pacilli et al. 2013). A substantial body of research has explored 

mobility deprivation experienced by children and young people in the UK (Barker 2003, 2006, 2009; Barker 

et al. 2009; Barnes 2007; Carver et al. 2013; Witten et al. 2013). This paper explores how teenage wheelchair 

users experience particular – and additional - challenges in this context. Building upon existing research 

about transport difficulties faced by adults with disabilities (Heiser 1995; Porter 2000; Preston and Raje 

2007; Taylor and Józefowicz 2012), we signal a range of challenges that young wheelchair users face when 

using buses, trains, taxis and private cars to access leisure spaces. Drawing upon data collected with 69 

teenage wheelchair users1 living in the Midlands and South East England, we discuss these young people’s 

experiences of transport disability (in the context of public transport) and mobility dependency (in the 

context of private transport). We argue that whilst many young people experience forms of mobility 

dependency in these contexts, young wheelchair users experience additional challenges – or layers of 

disadvantage – in addition to those of their peers.   

 

This paper begins with a review of existing research and an introduction to the research methods 

used in the study. Detailed consideration is then given to three issues: the inaccessibility of public transport, 

where provision often fails to meet the diverse needs of young wheelchair users (transport disability); the 

importance of emotion in experiences of transport, and the anxieties produced by inaccessible transport; and 

the centrality of private forms of transport in accessing leisure (mobility dependency).  

 

Leisure, transport and mobility 

 

It is important to first signal the distinction between the terms mobility and transport. In this paper, the term 

‘mobility’ is used to denote the ability of a person to move within and between spaces, and includes the 

opportunities or abilities that they have to travel (Urry 2000). The term ‘transport’ - rather than referring to 

the entire potential for movement - relates ‘to the infrastructure or system which enables travel…’ (Barker 

2006, 16). The significance of transport (and transport exclusion) to the mobility of young people, in the 



 

context of leisure opportunities, is the primary focus of this paper. In particular, the discussion highlights the 

importance of transport in the everyday lives and (leisure) experiences of teenage wheelchair users. 

 

A large body of work by transport geographers has signalled spatial and social inequalities in access 

to transport for particular social groups (Kenyon et al. 2002; Law 1999; Preston and Raje 2007; Weber 

2006). Evidence from such research indicates that access to transport is linked to levels of spatial freedom, 

‘home range’ and independence in decision-making (Porter 2000; Romero 2010; Sager 2006). Studies have 

also shown that people may have unequal access to transport - and therefore limited mobility - because of 

factors such as income (Blumenberg 2004), gender (Hamilton and Jenkins 2000; Sager 2006) and location 

(Preston and Raje 2007), as well as disability (Casas 2007; Knowles 2006; Lucas 2004) and age (Storey and 

Brannen 2000). However, these factors are often considered in isolation. This paper provides a focus on how 

the latter two factors intersect. 

 

The mode of transport used by young people in their free time has been linked to their age, gender, 

social class, residential location and the context of parental norms (Alparone and Pacilli 2012; Hillman and 

Adams 1992; Mackett et al. 2007; Storey and Brannen 2000). In Western Europe children’s independent 

mobility has seemingly declined during the past thirty years, with trends of increased car usage and 

accompaniment by adults (Barker 2006, 2009). The heterogeneous nature of childhood experiences means 

that particular issues may impact more upon some young people than others. A number of authors have, for 

example, commented on the difficulties that children in rural areas have in accessing suitable public transport 

(Matthews et al. 2000; Storey and Brannen 2000; Tucker 2002). These studies highlight the importance of 

place in relation to the opportunities young people have to access transport (and public transport in 

particular), and signal the importance of considering diversity in the transport experiences of young people. 

 

One of the most widely cited explanations for increased dependency upon parental chauffeuring is 

parents’ concerns for their children’s safety (Barker 2003, 2006; Hillman 1997; Hillman and Adams 1992). 

Research from the sub-discipline of Children’s Geographies has explored how children are increasingly 

dependent upon their parents in relation to transport (Fyhri and Hjorthol 2009; Romero 2010), highlighting 



 

the apparently increasing dependence of many children and young people upon their parents’ transport 

preferences (Alparone and Pacilli 2012). 

 

For adults, increased ownership and use of private cars is ‘a barometer of personal freedom’ 

(Hillman 1997, 11) and may also reflect the ability of an individual to fully participate in society (Kenyon et 

al. 2002). This point, alongside Holt’s (2010, 35) assertion that the networks that young people find 

themselves in can relate to a ‘(de)valuing’ of their identity, clearly shows the impact that access to transport 

can have on young lives. For children and young people parental chauffeuring can signal significant reliance 

and dependence (Mattson 2001). We argue that the more young people are dependent upon the car, the more 

restricted they become in relation to transport, mobility and mobility in relation to leisure. Where there is a 

lack of suitable public transport, parental chauffeuring can place restrictions on opportunities to meet with 

friends, push boundaries and develop independence (Hillman 1997; Ross 2007; Romero 2010). 

 

Although there has been a growth in studies considering the transport experiences of young people in 

general (see, for example the special section of Mobilities published in January 2012; Barker 2006, 2011; 

Barnes 2007; Department for Transport 2006, 2007b; Lang et al. 2011; National Youth Agency 2007), the 

transport experiences of disabled young people, especially in relation to leisure spaces, are often overlooked. 

Existing studies have largely focussed on specialist transport provisions, community schemes or school 

transport services (Forsman and Falkmer 2006). These often represent disabled young people as dependent; 

their needs are set apart from the majority (‘able’) population. 

 

The experiences of disabled people in general have been explored in relation to material 

infrastructure and the design of vehicles (Church et al. 2000; Gillingwater 1995; Sutton 1995). Bromley 

(2007) suggests that UK society is currently failing to provide public services and spaces which do not 

restrict disabled people (Rosenkvist et al. 2010). Lavery et al. (1996) provide examples of the barriers faced 

by older and disabled people when attempting to make journeys away from their homes, for example the 

height of vehicles and a lack of suitable seating. In addition, information about accessible services is not 

always available (Matthews et al. 2003; Wilson 2003). 

 



 

Where disabled people have fewer opportunities in accessing transport than the rest of the 

population, they can be deemed ‘transport excluded’ (Casas 2007, 464). Estimates suggest that disabled 

people in England and Wales undertake one-third fewer journeys than ‘non-disabled’ members of the 

population (Wilson 2003, see also Aldred and Woodcook 2008). Church et al. (2000) explain that, in relation 

to the majority of the UK population, disabled people travel shorter distances on foot or with assistance, 

meaning that where transport infrastructure does not meet their needs, they are doubly disadvantaged. Heiser 

(1995) outlines the concept of transport disability, where (inaccessible) public transport fails to meet the 

diverse needs of particular groups and places added restrictions upon their use of (public) transport. This 

research builds on this contention in considering the layers of disadvantage experienced by teenage 

wheelchair users in their attempts to use public and private transport to access leisure spaces. 

 

Studies which have considered the significance of transport in relation to disabled young people’s 

free time have suggested that problems with mobility can make it hard to access social activities (Butler 

1998; Murray 2002). Like others of their age, they may have to depend on lifts from parents or carers. There 

are added complications, however, for those disabled young people who can only travel in adapted vehicles 

(such as many young wheelchair users), limiting options of sharing lifts with the parents of friends or 

travelling by public transport. Having to rely on others for lifts can cause embarrassment and the feeling of 

being a burden, so affecting the frequency of visits to certain spaces for socialisation (Butler 1998). Further, 

reliance on adults can create a tension between dependence and independence for all teenagers. Yet because 

of their added dependence, disabled young people might find it especially hard to push adult-defined 

boundaries. They are more likely than their able-bodied peers to be transported by their parents and so are 

unable to lie to them about where they have been or who they have been with (Murray 2002). 

 

There seems to be a growing awareness in the UK of the needs of the ‘generic’ wheelchair user in 

relation to particular types of transport. A guide published by the Department for Transport (2007a), for 

example, details common-sense information deemed useful for wheelchair users during the use of public 

transport. However, whilst ‘how to’ guides of this nature have value, they do not represent the experiences of 

disabled people – or teenage wheelchair users – in using such services. Tyler (2002) signals the importance 

of consulting wheelchair users about their needs, rather than relying merely on ‘dimensional standards’ of 



 

accessibility, an argument that we have considered elsewhere in relation to disabled young people (Pyer et al. 

2010). 

 

Although there is a wealth of geographical literature about emotion (Davidson et al. 2007; Jayne et 

al. 2010; Smith et al. 2011; Thien 2005), relatively few studies consider the emotional and experiential 

aspects of transport use for disabled (young) people. This suggests that understandings of transport exclusion 

and transport disability are at present partial. In this context we argue that listening to the views of teenage 

wheelchair users can provide insights into their complex everyday transport experiences and highlight their 

diverse and changing transport needs. 

 

Methods 

 

The paper draws upon research with 69 teenage wheelchair users in the Midlands and South East England. 

The project sought to understand of the diversity of teenage wheelchair users’ experiences of leisure spaces. 

A paucity of studies exist which have worked specifically with wheelchair users of this age in relation to 

their experiences of leisure spaces, although research has considered the experiences of younger disabled 

children (Aitken and Wingate 1993; McKendrick et al. 2000). Participants aged 13-17 years were recruited 

through schools in a variety of urban and rural settings2. 

 

A multi-method approach has been shown to be appropriate for uncovering diversity in the lived 

experiences of children and young people (see Davis et al. 2000; Hill et al. 2004; Punch 2002). Previous 

research has indicated that ‘traditional’ research methods (such as questionnaire surveys) may limit the 

participation of disabled young people in research projects (Holt 2003; Valentine 2003). A range of methods 

were therefore used to allow participants to share their thoughts and experiences in ways that did not rely 

solely on the written or spoken word.  These included semi-structured interviews, video-tours and self-

directed photography (see Pyer 2009).  In this paper we mainly draw upon the interview data. Parents or 

carers assisted in the data collection process if requested by participants. At times, this proved difficult to 

negotiate (see Mitchell and Sloper 2011). The role of parents in the research process was discussed at the 



 

outset and their contributions were taken independently to – rather than as proxy for - the opinions of the 

young people themselves. (For an account of some of the ethical issues encountered, see Pyer 2008.) 

 

Participants were asked to describe their experiences of accessing a variety of spaces encountered in 

their free time. Diverse accounts were given of the accessibility of indoor spaces (such as the homes of 

family or friends), outdoor spaces (such as the park or recreation ground) and commercial leisure spaces 

(such as cinemas, bowling alleys and shopping centres) (see Pyer 2009). Here we focus upon participants’ 

experiences of accessing commercial leisure spaces, including bowling alleys, cinemas and fast food 

restaurants3. Rather than considering accessibility within these spaces, this discussion focuses on journeys to 

these leisure environments. The responses presented here focus on travel by transport modes most frequently 

cited by respondents: bus, rail, taxi and private car. 

 

Multiple layers of mobility dependency 

 

Transport disability 

 

Drawing on Heiser’s (1995) notion of transport disability, our aim here is to show the ways in which the 

teenage wheelchair users in this research can be considered transport disabled when using public transport to 

access leisure. In examining the range of factors which can lead to unequal access to transport, and which 

may therefore restrict the leisure opportunities of young people, we explore contributions from teenage 

wheelchair users to show that, even with the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) and its 

subsequent revisions, a significant number of barriers remain within public transport systems which close 

down opportunities for leisure. Our discussions begin with a consideration of the barriers that the teenagers 

in this research faced, in particular the physical inaccessibility of many of the public transport options 

available to them. We argue that the presence of these barriers creates a form of transport disability. 

Transport-related anxieties can exacerbate this, leading to mobility dependency. 

 

The teenagers discussed a number of ways in which they were transport disabled. The most 

significant limitations to their use of public transport resulted from the inaccessibility of the vehicles 



 

concerned. When asked about their use of public transport in accessing leisure spaces, a majority of the 

teenagers cited problems relating to access into, and within, public service vehicles (few mentioned the 

availability of lifts or ramps to assist with access). The teenagers focussed on the (in)accessibility of these 

vehicles; it should be noted that public transport provides transport to/from station or bus stop and therefore 

additional challenges may be faced in accessing these locations. For the teenagers, entry to these vehicles 

often proved difficult or impossible, which had repercussions for the leisure opportunities for these 

teenagers: 

 

Interviewer: What do you find the buses are like? 

Participant: Some are hard, some are easy … Lots of them have steps. 

(Male, aged 16, manual wheelchair) 

 

I find it really hard to go to the museum because we don’t have a car, and the buses on that route I 

can’t get on. 

(Female, aged 15, manual wheelchair) 

 

We do have difficulties [on the buses] … It’s looking at things and saying ‘oh, well, can we access 

that? Can we take her on it?’ … Because she had a special back on her wheelchair, we have to shut it 

down [wheelchair collapses for transportation], and then the [driver] took it and put it to one side. 

It’s the same when you go on a train here. You have to drop it down … and if we can’t get her on it, 

well we can’t do the days out that we would otherwise. 

(Mother of 15 year old female, multiple wheelchairs) 

 

The issues cited here are not dissimilar to those presented in research with adult wheelchair users 

(Gleeson 1999; Imrie 2004; Oliver 1983). These barriers, however, signal marked differences in the 

teenagers’ day-to-day lives in relation to their ‘non-disabled’ peers. In general, ‘non-disabled’ young 

people’s use of public bus services in the UK increases around the age of thirteen; the age at which many 

begin to use the services to travel to school with their friends (National Youth Agency 2007). In contrast, for 

the teenage wheelchair users in this research, the use of public transport with peers was rarely an option 



 

available to them; instead they generally relied on modes of private transport. Issues such as this were often 

noticed and discussed by the teenagers themselves, highlighting the difference that this made between the 

leisure opportunities afforded to them and those afforded to their non-wheelchair using peers: 

 

It can be the same for able-bodied young people who want to go to the cinema with their friends or 

whatever, because they rely on their parents. But if they really wanted to, they could just jump on a 

bus, and get to the cinema - it’s not because they can’t, whereas with us, we, like, physically can’t. 

(Female, aged 17, electric wheelchair) 

 

The need for an accessible vehicle, therefore, often limited the spontaneity of outings to leisure 

spaces, where only an inaccessible vehicle was provided. Autonomous visits to such leisure spaces were also 

rarely reported by the participants. 

 

Whilst the use of public transport signals increased mobility for many adults, research with (non-

wheelchair using) young people has suggested that it can represent just the opposite for them. For example, if 

the timetabling of buses does not meet their leisure needs around school times (Hillman 1997). The 

experiences of the teenage wheelchair users in this study show that they often face more transport restrictions 

than have been reported for their non-wheelchair using peers. For some, the experiences of transport 

disability had developed over time, as their access to public transport had decreased when parents or other 

accompanying adults became unable to lift them. This restricted leisure opportunities. Others had a limited 

degree of mobility without the use of a wheelchair and could use public transport only with the help of an 

adult carer. These instances, however, were rarely free from difficulty: 

 

Participant [male, 17, electric wheelchair] has had no access to public transport since he was about 

ten and his parents were able to lift him into seats. 

(Research diary extract) 

 

We’ve used the bus twice, I think, and the [town] ones weren’t accessible. I had to bump his 

wheelchair up and … I put him on the bus first, because he can get to the bus, then he stepped up, 



 

then I had to fold his [wheel]chair, bump it up. When he had a smaller chair that was no problem but 

now … and by the time I was in with the [wheel]chair in the driver was ready to roll. So we’ve only 

done it, like, twice and that was just when my car was like, in the workshop or something… 

(Mother of 17 year old male, manual wheelchair) 

 

As a result of these difficulties, the families rarely used public transport for travelling to leisure 

spaces, preferring instead to make use of private transport where possible. For example, some participants 

made use of ‘accessible’ taxi services, which incurred extra costs, both in relation to time and money. Prior 

booking of taxis was often essential, necessitating extended waiting times, and in turn limiting opportunities 

for participants to visit leisure spaces spontaneously: 

 

Because of there being such a limited number of, say, cab firms that do disabled-friendly vehicles, it 

can mean that that can be the only one you can use. But because they’re in such demand, because 

they can tend to be the only ones, you have to wait… 

(Female, aged 17, electric wheelchair) 

 

I think that really, we shouldn’t have to [book in advance]. I think we should just be able to turn up, 

like everyone else our age without ‘oooh, should we book this? book that?’ … because a day out is 

so much hassle. 

(Male, aged 17, electric wheelchair) 

 

Interviewer: How far in advance do you have to book that [taxi]? 

Participant: We usually have to book it a couple of days in advance. 

Interviewer: Do you ever have problems getting it? 

Participant: Sometimes. 

(Female, aged 15, electric wheelchair) 

 



 

Reliance on taxis meant extra cost implications which had to be taken into account when planning 

leisure activities. The teenagers and their families often felt that the costs of transport provided by taxis were 

too high to warrant access of leisure facilities: 

 

Interviewer: Are there any other types of transport that you use? 

Participant: When I’m at my carer’s [house] for a couple of days, sometimes we go to [city] for a 

little treat because I don’t normally get to go there, because it’s like £70 to get there and back again. 

(Male, aged 13, multiple wheelchairs) 

 

Interviewer: Is there anything that you would like to do in your free time, but that you can’t at the 

moment? 

Participant: Travel more. 

Interviewer: Travel to…? 

Participant: [city], to get to [city] more. Err, go to [town]. 

Interviewer: Why there? 

Participant: Major shopping… And seeing my family. 

Interviewer: Why can’t you at the moment? 

Participant: Because of the money. I’d have to get a taxi and it costs too much. 

(Female, aged 15, multiple wheelchairs) 

 

I can’t use the bus because they aren’t accessible. Then I have to use a cab, which means all the 

fares, and it can just be a lot harder. 

(Female, aged 17, electric wheelchair) 

 

The experiences recounted here highlight the central issues related to the experience of transport 

disability for this sample of teenage wheelchair users. Many of the teenagers in this research experienced a 

largely inaccessible transport system, one which failed to meet their needs in relation to travelling to leisure 

spaces. The implications of this inaccessibility include those relating to extra costs in terms of time and 

money. The examples presented here, therefore, illustrate some of the ways in which the teenagers may be 



 

regarded as transport disabled in relation to leisure. Whilst their non-wheelchair using peers may experience 

a form of transport disability in relation to the barriers presented through the timetabling of services, the 

young people that we consulted drew on experiences of experiencing physical access issues which impeded 

their use of transport, further increasing their reliance on private vehicles and the adults in their lives.  

 

Transport anxiety 

 

The participants of this study described the importance and impact of emotion – and specifically anxiety. 

This appeared to be a result of their experience of transport disability, and forms an additional layer of 

disadvantage for young people in accessing transport. Whilst for many notions of transport and mobility 

incorporate ideals of agency, autonomy and activity (Barnes 2007; Sager 2006), the stories of these teenage 

wheelchair users feature reliance, dependence, immobility and, in some cases, transport anxiety. Rather than 

representing mobility and a means of accessing leisure spaces, public transport was often viewed in a 

negative way by the teenagers, (re)presenting instead their bodies as dependent and frustrated. In this 

research both parents and young people could be identified as experiencing transport anxiety. (It should be 

noted here that the young participants of the study did not focus on the impact of interactions with other 

passengers of public transport.) 

 

Geographical studies of emotion have tended to neglect the use of transport, although some studies 

have begun to consider day-to-day aspects of car journeys (see, for example, Ashton 2008; Barker 2006; 

Laurier et al. 2008). Studies of children’s use of transport have made a contribution to this area, considering 

the concerns of parents (of non-wheelchair using children and young people) over children’s use of public 

transport, and the subsequent impacts of this in restricting use (Department for Transport 2006, 2007b). 

‘Fear-based exclusion’ (Church et al. 2000) means parents may restrict their children’s use of bus services to 

particular times of day, for example (Department for Transport 2006). 

 

In this research, some parents voiced emotionally-charged reservations about their children’s use of 

public transport in travelling to leisure spaces. In contrast to those (social) concerns reported in previous 

research with non-wheelchair using young people, the anxieties of these parents often arose from the 



 

problems which they anticipated that their children would encounter. These anxieties were based on an 

expected inaccessibility of such services and the potentially unsafe situations which could follow: 

 

All I’d be doing if he was out on his own is thinking about whether he was getting on OK, or if he 

was having problems. I might just as well take him [to the cinema] myself. 

(Father of 17 year old male, electric wheelchair) 

 

Participant: I can’t go [to the cinema] on the bus. 

Interviewer: Why? 

Participant: If it isn’t adapted, Mum says I might get stuck somewhere. 

(Female, aged 15, multiple wheelchairs) 

 

I’d be worried in case there was a problem getting on the train [to the shopping centre] or something. 

I wouldn’t want him doing that on his own. 

(Mother of 15 year old male, manual wheelchair) 

 

Transport anxieties and concerns for safety were not only felt by the parents of the teenagers, but 

also featured in the stories told by the young wheelchair users themselves. The use of public transport often 

signified worry and fear. This is in contrast to previous research with ‘able-bodied’ young people which has 

shown that their concerns often arise from external social factors, such as bullying (National Youth Agency 

2007; Osborne 2005; Storey and Brannen 2000). Indeed, a report by the Department for Transport (2007b) 

outlines fears expressed by many young people in relation to using public transport, anxieties which are 

related to the presence of gangs of young people, or altercations involving intimidation or rudeness from 

adults. 

 

For the teenage wheelchair users in this research, transport anxieties in relation to public service 

provisions resulted from the inaccessibility of the services themselves. These anxieties were often related to 

their personal safety. A number of participants voiced concerns about becoming stuck and having no control 

over reaching their (leisure) destination: 



 

 

Participant: Trains can be difficult if you don’t know the kind of train. I got stuck once. 

Interviewer: You got stuck? 

Participant: Yeah, it was a bit scary, until they said they’d pay for me – a taxi home. Took them three 

taxis until they finally said that we can book one. Because they were like there [gestures height with 

her hand], and I couldn’t get my head in them. I need one like there [gestures again, higher]. 

(Female, aged 15, electric wheelchair) 

 

Participant (male, aged 17, electric wheelchair) does not risk using public transport in case of getting 

stranded … At certain railway stations there is only one lift. If it is not working then it is impossible 

to get off at certain platforms. When [participant] was nine a train ended the journey on a different 

platform and [participant] had to cross the tracks to get back to the ground floor. Although he was 

accompanied by his mother and a member of staff he was ‘scared’ for his safety in this situation. 

(Research diary extract) 

 

The anxieties related here meant that for these young people, buses or trains were used to get to 

leisure spaces only when it was clear that such situations would not be repeated. For some young 

wheelchairs users, such anxiety-rich experiences had restricted their use of public transport systems, as a 

result of both their own fears and those of their parents/carers. These instances portray forms of transport 

anxiety, where concerns over using public transport impeded teenagers’ access to leisure spaces. One 

participant reported being completely dependent upon his mother’s car for his transportation needs in 

relation to leisure. Whilst the local authority provided transport to his school, there was no such provision 

available during his free time. The implication of experiencing transport disability and associated transport 

anxieties rendered him (and others) mobility dependent when accessing leisure opportunities in public places. 

This was a common experience for the teenagers. 

 

The experience of transport disability and its resultant impacts and anxieties led to an increased 

dependence upon private transport for accessing leisure spaces. Where public vehicles provided barriers to 

access, parents or other accompanying adults were often called upon to facilitate travel of the teenagers, 



 

extending the teenagers’ mobility but in ways which restricted autonomy. In essence, the inaccessible nature 

of public service provision rendered the teenagers mobility dependent upon the willingness of adults to 

provide transport. 

 

Mobility dependency 

 

An increasing amount of travel within the UK is by private car (Matthews 2004). Members of the population 

without their own access to a car are amongst the most transport deprived, with young and disabled people 

being over-represented in this category (Church et al. 2000). Teenage wheelchair users fall into both of these 

groups and here we argue that they experience particular disadvantage in this context. 

 

96% of the teenagers who responded to questions about car ownership reported that at least one car 

was owned by a member of their household (see Table 1). This figure is well above the national average 

(85%) for families with dependent children (Department for Transport 2005). 

[Table 1] 

 

For an overwhelming majority of participants, the family car was the primary method of journeying 

to commercial leisure spaces. Table 2 shows that use of private cars was by far the most favoured method of 

transport utilised by the teenagers when visiting leisure spaces, and similar trends were apparent when the 

teenagers were asked to comment on the transport modes used to visit friends and relatives. 

[Table 2] 

 

In his doctoral research considering auto-mobility in children’s lives, Barker (2006, 100) indicates 

that for his participants (aged between four and 11 years), 58% of non-school journeys were made by car. 

Whilst these data not directly comparable because of the different times and locations studied, it can be 

tentatively suggested that teenage wheelchair users are more reliant on private transport than their younger 

‘non-disabled’ peers. Where the barriers inherent in the public transport system presented limited 

opportunities for the teenagers to travel to leisure spaces, use of a private car seemingly increased access to 



 

these environments because - with few exceptions - these vehicles were adapted to the individual needs of 

the participants: 

 

Because I use my electric [wheel]chair all the time, I only can use my mum’s car when I want to go 

places because [the wheelchair] won’t fit in any others. 

(Female, aged 14, electric wheelchair) 

 

The adaptations made to family vehicles opened up transport opportunities to leisure spaces through 

private means. Some families purchased two vehicles for use at particular times, for example one family 

owned both a van and a car which had been adapted to the specific needs of the young wheelchair user. 

Greater levels of dependency, however, were felt where only one parent/carer could drive the accessible 

vehicle. The teenage wheelchair users’ access to leisure spaces was then restricted, introducing a further 

element of dependency - the availability of a particular adult to transport them. 

 

Mobility dependency meant that the teenagers’ visits to leisure spaces were often restricted to the 

timeframes of their parents/carers (or other adults who accompanied them), and these did not always meet 

the wishes of the teenagers themselves. On occasion they cited instances where the priorities of parents 

restricted their opportunities for spontaneous leisure: 

 

Dad had the car at the gym, so [when friend phoned and asked me to go to town], I couldn’t go 

[un]til later. 

(Male, aged 17, electric wheelchair) 

 

If I wanted to go to town on Saturdays I would have to get the bus, because Dad’s normally got the 

car at work. Most buses I can’t get on so it’s really hard. 

(Male, aged 17, manual wheelchair) 

 



 

There were also instances where the responsibilities of parents limited opportunities for the young 

people. For example, one teenager noted that she was unable to visit the same youth club as her friends 

because her mother worked during the time that it was in operation: 

 

Mum didn’t used to work then, so it would be OK to go after school. But now she works on 

Thursdays and you can’t get my [wheel]chair in Dad’s car so I don’t go anymore. 

(Female, aged 16, multiple wheelchairs) 

 

The reflections included here begin to highlight the diverse impact that mobility dependency had 

upon the teenagers’ journeys to leisure spaces. Teenage wheelchair users in this research were dependent on 

their parents and other accompanying adults for transportation. This, combined with the limited availability 

of suitable public transport, had various implications. In some instances, it limited the amount of time that 

they could spend taking part in particular leisure activities, and in some cases the ability of the teenagers to 

travel - to be actively mobile outside their homes - was non-existent. 

 

Discussion 

 

Transport is crucial to a person’s freedom of mobility, the central tenets of which are the ability of an 

individual to travel where and when they choose, and the opportunity to express the choice of when not to 

travel (Sager 2006). For the teenagers in this research project, previous experiences often shed a negative 

light on future excursions, impacting upon their use of buses and trains. The extent to which the 

inaccessibility of public transport can cause discontent, frustration and concern for personal safety has been 

shown via their comments and observations. The resultant lack of confidence in public transport services felt 

by the teenagers may result in reduced use of public transport services in the future; many preferred not to 

risk a recurrence of negative experiences. This distrust of public transport meant that the teenagers were 

highly mobility dependent upon private cars, limiting spontaneous, autonomous leisure opportunities. As a 

result, the ideal of transport as opening up mobility, activity, and freedom of movement was often not a 

realised one for these young people, having a direct impact on their leisure experiences. 

 



 

The examples presented throughout this paper have begun to show the positive and negative 

outcomes of the teenagers’ experience of mobility dependency. In a positive light, the availability of private 

cars enabled access to a range of leisure spaces which would otherwise have been closed-down to many if 

they had been solely reliant on public transport. The willingness of parents or other adults to drive these 

young people to leisure spaces, and the option of making use of (private) adapted vehicles, extended their 

leisure geographies and experiences. Whilst the use of private modes of transport extended mobility in 

relation to leisure, they often simultaneously produced barriers and restrictions to particular kinds of leisure 

experiences. These in turn limited the journeying capabilities of the teenagers, or closed-down these spaces 

completely. Whilst other ‘non-disabled’ young people may also experience difficulties in accessing leisure 

spaces because of limited public transport services, lack of disposal income, or restrictions placed upon them 

by parents, this research has shown that teenager wheelchair users are in addition restricted by the 

inaccessibility of public service vehicles. 

 

Whilst the use of private transportation generally afforded the teenagers comfort and safety, we 

argue that continual dependence upon adults can impinge upon the opportunities that these young people 

have for leisure. It is not our intention, within this paper, to suggest that it is only young people who use 

wheelchairs that experience challenges in accessing transport. Indeed, we have signalled that young people 

from a range of backgrounds/with a range of needs experience forms of mobility dependency. Unsuitable 

timetabling of public services or parents’ concerns for their children’s safety mean that young people in 

general are increasingly reliant on parent chauffeurs. In this sense the gap between the mobility dependency 

experienced by non-wheelchair using young people and young wheelchair users may be closing. It is not 

possible within the remit of our study to draw direct comparisons between the experiences of young people 

who do, and do not, use wheelchairs. We have, however, sought to draw out some general themes. Figure 1 

summaries the range of issues that we have discussed throughout this paper and outlines various issues 

which contribute to the mobility dependency of young people.   

 

[Figure 1] 

 



 

In presenting these discussion points we do not seek to overly generalise the experiences of young 

people as a homogeneous group: indeed we recognise that the challenges of accessing transport are diverse 

and may vary from individual to individual. Instead, in raising these issues, it is our intention to signal (some 

of) the challenges – or layers of disadvantage - that young wheelchair users may experience in addition to 

those of their non-wheelchair using peers. Whilst the gap between the opportunities to access public 

transport may be closing, young wheelchair users experience particular issues in relation to accessing private 

transport which render them less able to exercise mobility in this way.  

 

Whilst a range of literature exists which reports the decreasing independent mobility of young 

people, a paucity of research focuses on the experiences of disabled young people. An awareness of the 

presence of these ‘layers’ of disadvantage in relation to transport use and experience for different ‘groups’ of 

young people is essential in the development of transport policies and interventions. Further, research which 

seeks to develop an understanding of the transport experiences of particular ‘groups’ should not treat this 

topic in isolation. We argue that studies of transport experience should be grounded in the context in which 

they occur, the challenges and frustrations that accompany those experiences, and the resultant impact on 

people’s lives.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Building upon Heiser’s (1995) notion of transport disability, this paper has argued that teenage wheelchair 

users experience mobility dependency. The challenges, anxieties and dependences which they encountered in 

their attempts to access transport culminated – for most – in limited access to transport, resulted in restricted 

use of particular leisure spaces. The examples presented here show that different and diverse transport needs 

are not currently met through public transport provision, causing anxiety and stress in young wheelchair 

users’ efforts to become actively mobile in relation to leisure. In drawing attention to the wider remit of 

leisure, we have attempted to initiate discussions on the importance of a contextual consideration of 

transport, drawing out the significance of barriers and impacts in the everyday lives of young people with 

particular needs. 

 



 

Notes 

 

1. The study which underpins this work draws on the social model of disability. We therefore use the words 

‘disability’ and ‘disabled’ to refer to those situations where individuals with impairments meet barriers 

arising from inaccessible environments and assumptions (Crow 2010). The participants of this research 

include young people diagnosed with a range of impairments, for example Cerebral Palsy, Epilepsy, 

Neurofibromatosis and Spina Bifida. All participants in the study were wheelchair users. We recognise 

diversity in the lives and experiences of these young people; the aim of this paper is to explore some shared 

experiences of this diverse group. 

 

2. Participants were recruited through schools attended by young people who have special educational needs 

arising from physical impairments and/or learning difficulties. The possibility of recruiting participants 

through leisure facilities was considered, however it was felt that consulting teenagers who were already 

known to actively use such leisure provisions may not give a fair representation of the space use of a diverse 

group of young wheelchairs. 

 

3. The participants of this study communicated in a range of ways. To ensure that as many young people as 

possible were able to share their views, the questions asked were focused on particular environments. 
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Table 1. Car Ownership by Household as Reported by Teenage Wheelchair Users (frequency and %). 

 

Number of cars 

in household 

Frequency % 

0 2 4 

1 21 38 

2 23 41 

3 6 11 

4+ 4 7 

 

Note: Not all respondents answered this question.  

 

  



 

Table 2. Use of the Private Car to Access Leisure Spaces as Reported by Teenage Wheelchair Users 

(frequency and %). 

 

Destination Frequency % 

Travel to fast food restaurants 27 73 

Travel to cinemas 28 80 

Travel to shopping centres 24 65 

 

Note: Not all respondents answered this question.  

 

  



 

Figure 1. The Challenges Associated with Mobility Dependency

 




