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ABSTRACT 
Addressing the need for curbing private motorization and car dependency while reducing inequal-
ities associated with transport requires an in-depth understanding of the individual and collective 
practices, attitudes, and experiences of urban accessibility and mobility of populations across 
diverse socio-economic backgrounds. This paper builds on qualitative research methods and a 
framework of transitions to sustainable mobility to examine the links between travel needs, prefer-
ences, attitudes, and structural factors such as urban form, poverty, and informality at different 
scales. It proposes qualitative methods and evidence for accessibility-centred analysis to enrich 
policy and practice in cities across Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), using Sierra Leone’s capital, Freetown, 
as a case study. While the volume of literature on urban mobility, accessibility, and land-use in 
SSA is increasing, scholarship on cities in Western Africa remains limited. The study examines four 
neighborhoods with different levels of access and motorization. It interrogates participants’ per-
ceived accessibility, how they shape differentiated everyday mobility and land-use practices at the 
individual and collective level, and its implications for urban accessibility and sustainable mobility 
in the medium to long-term future. We found that perceived accessibility influences everyday 
mobility and land-use practices and the attitudes of individuals in diverse communities toward 
sustainable mobility by driving them to trade off immediate needs with long-term risks and expo-
sures, imaginaries of motorized futures, as well as collectively transform the functional and phys-
ical configurations of the built environment to address their most critical needs in the absence of 
suitable top-down transport and land-use interventions.
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1. Introduction

This paper examines the relationship between accessibility 
and everyday practices, experiences, and attitudes of residents 
of neighborhoods with different levels of access and motor-
ized travel dependency in cities across Sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA). Using a qualitative methodology, the paper’s guiding 
research question is: How does perceived accessibility influence 
individual and collective mobility and land use practices and 
the attitudes of diverse communities toward adopting sustain-
able urban mobility in rapidly growing cities in SSA?

The growing awareness of structural inequalities in the con-
figuration of transport and land-use systems has placed accessi-
bility at the center of local and international debates on urban 
and transport planning (Oviedo & Guzm�an, 2020; Peralta- 
Quiros et al., 2019; Venter et al., 2019; Weiss et al., 2018). Goal 
11 of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals pla-
ces access as a critical target of the next decade’s human devel-
opment (UNGA, 2015, p. 21). Targets of the United Nations’ 
New Urban Agenda similarly highlight promoting access, 
emphasizing addressing the institutional, economic, physical, 

and socio-cultural barriers faced by low-income and peripheral 
urban populations to sustainable transport that enables partici-
pation in social and economic activities critical to improving 
their livelihood opportunities (UN-Habitat, 2016).

This research is situated within broader efforts to identify 
the conditions under which pathways to sustainable, inclu-
sive, and equitable transport and land-use development can 
be accelerated in cities across SSA currently experiencing 
low yet rising levels of motorization (e.g. Levy et al., 2017; 
Teoh et al., 2020; Venter et al., 2019). Specifically, by apply-
ing a qualitative approach informed by a framework of 
urban transitions to sustainable accessibility (Cavoli, 2021) 
the paper unpacks the contributions of residents’ attitudes 
and perceptions toward adopting private motorized trans-
port, sustainable urban mobility, and their interpretations of 
current transport and land-use policy priorities.

By placing the focus on individual and collective attitudes 
and perceptions, the research proposes a counter alternative 
to the hegemonic quantitative approaches to transport plan-
ning where public participation is near non-existent and 
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dominant transport alternatives such as walking continue 
receiving little resource and policy attention (see Benton 
et al., 2023 for an overview). In-depth qualitative assess-
ments of everyday accessibility practices in this region also 
align with recent shifts in local and international policy 
reflected by increased international development funding for 
building institutional and technical capacities for sustainable 
mobility beyond traditional disciplines of urban planning, 
engineering, and economics (e.g. Agora Verkehrswende & 
GIZ, 2023; SSATP, 2020; UNEP & UN-Habitat, 2022).

Through documenting and understanding individual and 
collective accessibility in SSA, and their links with realized and 
non-realized travel, this paper challenges the North-centric 
methodological legacy and perspective of sustainable urban 
mobility (see Jones, 2014 for elaboration). The paper contrib-
utes to efforts for decolonizing transport research by rejecting 
the idea that transport knowledge from the Global North can 
be generalized and critically probing nontraditional forms of 
knowledge on urban transport and land use (see also Johansen 
et al., 2021; Schwanen, 2018, 2020; Wood et al., 2020). The 
added level of detail at which data is collected and analyzed 
(i.e. by focusing on the individual while accounting for their 
complex social identity) adds nuances not frequently captured 
in conventional spatial- and economic-centric research.

The structure of the paper is as follows. The next section 
provides a brief overview of the concept of accessibility. Section 
3 sets out the conceptual framework, and Section 4 introduces 
the context of the four neighborhoods selected for this study, 
and Section 5 summarizes the methodological approach and the 
contributions of qualitative approaches to current scholarship. 
Focus group discussions are the primary data collection method 
to understand the construction and experience of accessibility in 
neighborhoods at different stages of motorized dependency. 
Findings and discussion stemming from the analysis of focus 
group data are found in Sections 6 and 7. Section 8 presents the 
overall conclusions of the study.

2. Literature review

This section provides an overview of scholarship on accessibility 
that has increasingly explored the links between other concepts 
such as sustainability, equity, subjective well-being, and health, 
beyond refinements in its definition, measurement, and applica-
tion in transport planning practices (Vecchio et al., 2020). It also 
provides an overview of the substantial growth in the volume of 
literature published on cities in the Global South since the 2000s 
(Levine, 2020), with a focus on cities in SSA.

2.1. Accessibility: Definitions, components, and scales

The early notions of accessibility saw the concept as a way 
of understanding the distance to activities from a specific 
point in the city, adjusted for people’s or firms’ ability and 
desire to reach such opportunities (Hansen, 1959, p. 73). 
Research on the concept has evolved from a traffic-oriented 
perspective to the introduction of social justice concerns, 
placing accessibility at the forefront of planning and global 
development agendas. This reflects efforts to understand 

how transport modes and systems influence individuals’ cap-
acity to access goods, services, and activities and their inter-
actions with complex land-use systems. The evolution of 
accessibility research has occurred in parallel with research 
seeking to explain and address distributional issues in urban 
transport across different geographies.

Existing scholarship points at transport as either an 
enabler or an obstacle to access opportunities in employment, 
education, trade, and social activities. Although accessibility 
to opportunities has seen an increasing shift to digital means, 
the links between mobility (or lack thereof) as well as social 
disadvantage and exclusion have been proven in different 
geographical contexts, particularly for those with high levels 
of informality and those with lower incomes where digitaliza-
tion is limited (G€ossling et al., 2016; Velaga et al., 2012).

There are many approaches to defining and measuring 
accessibility. Furthermore, since the concept’s earliest defini-
tions, accessibility has been recognized as complex interactions 
between transport, land-use, and individual characteristics 
across time and space, determining the number and quality of 
available opportunities that allow individuals to participate in 
activities relevant to their well-being (Wu & Levinson, 2020). 
Van Wee and Geurs (2011) highlighted the four main compo-
nents of accessibility that have remained largely constant in the 
academic literature. These components are summarized in 
Figure 1. The first component, land-use, refers to the quantity, 
quality, and distribution of opportunities such as jobs, shops, 
health, social, and recreational facilities at destination locations 
and the demand for opportunities at origin locations. The 
second component, transport, accounts for the features of the 
transport system expressed in terms of the (dis)utility for an 
individual to travel between origins and destinations using a 
given mode of transport. The third component, time, reflects 
temporal constraints related to both the availability of opportu-
nities during the day and the availability of time for individuals 
to use such opportunities. Finally, the fourth component, indi-
vidual and household characteristics, refers to the needs, abil-
ities and opportunities of individuals and households, which 
can influence levels of access to transport and the ability to 
participate in opportunities.

Accessibility is materialized at different scales, which 
leads to differing interpretations of the concept. It ranges 
from providing facilities for mobility-reduced individuals to 
use essential services and amenities in the city to broader 
interpretations related to the design, connectivity of streets, 
the relationship between infrastructure networks, and the 
opportunities available in the city. One way to reconcile 
these different interpretations of accessibility is by recogniz-
ing that the scales of accessibility (i.e. macro, meso, and 
micro accessibility) are interrelated and correspond to vari-
ous necessities in society, contributing to the collective 
potential to guarantee access to economic and social devel-
opment opportunities (Oviedo et al., 2022).

The gradual progress in the conceptual understanding of 
the social consequences of urban accessibility is related to 
scholarship and policy discourses historically placing more 
emphasis on transport’s economic and environmental 
impacts instead of the unequal distribution of its social 
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impacts (Bueno Cadena et al., 2016). An examination of the 
literature in the last four decades shows that the use of 
accessibility was marked by a transition in academic and 
policy debates from purely macro accessibility assessments at 
the city level to a more holistic understanding of the social and 
health impacts of transport at the neighborhood scale (meso 
accessibility) and for individuals and social groups with varying 
degrees of social and transport (dis)advantage (micro accessi-
bility) (Jones & Lucas, 2012). Moreover, in more recent trans-
port research and practice, accessibility has also embodied a 
desirable outcome of urban transport decision-making, giving 
rise to new public transport and city-wide infrastructure poli-
cies, fare schemes, and operational designs that seek to maxi-
mize social welfare (macro accessibility) (Cools et al., 2016; Jin 
et al., 2019; KeRbłowski, 2020). Similarly, the concept of accessi-
bility has experienced a geographical shift from its develop-
ment and use in the Global North to a growing body of 
research adapting, redefining, and applying its various interpre-
tations to the Global South (Oviedo et al., 2020).

2.2. Accessibility in cities across SSA

Literature on accessibility in SSA has focused on rural and 
peri-urban areas (Dahab & Sakellariou, 2020; Porter et al., 
2020; Varela et al., 2019), centering on the idea that mobility 
and transport are basic needs due to their role in employment 
and accessing public services, facilities, and markets. A clear 
example of the influence of transport on access to opportuni-
ties—and one of the most recurrent analyses in the inter-
national literature—is access to employment (Alam, 2009; 
Hess, 2005; Sanchez et al., 2004; Zizzamia, 2020). Transport is 
an explanatory factor of great importance in the successful 
transition from education to employment (Wachs, 2010).

Titheridge et al. (2014) argued that there is a three-way 
dynamic relationship between jobs, housing, and transport 
where access to employment is framed by: (i) the distance 

between housing and jobs; (ii) the availability of transport 
and its costs; and (iii) the availability of disposable income. 
The combination of such factors enables individuals to 
access transport, maintain mobility, and retain employment. 
Wachs (2010) further argued that transport is essential to 
reducing poverty and its measurable deficits: nutrition, 
health, education, housing, and job opportunities. While 
quantitative approaches drive this body of research, several 
large-scale qualitative studies have been conducted in cities 
in SSA. Bryceson et al. (2003) studied the mobility and 
accessibility needs of underprivileged communities through 
a livelihoods approach in Zimbabwe and Uganda using 
focus group discussions and key informant interviews. More 
recently, Andreasen and Møller-Jensen (2017) studied acces-
sibility in five rapidly growing peripheral settlements in Dar 
es Salaam, Tanzania. Cooke et al. (2022) adopted the capa-
bilities approach to examine the vulnerabilities faced by 
non-motorized transport users in the capital cities of South 
Africa, Zambia, and Rwanda.

There is less literature focusing on accessibility in 
Western Africa in comparison to Southern and Eastern 
Africa. Acheampong (2019) observed the importance of con-
sidering the accessibility function of transport systems vis- 
�a-vis land-use and land value in Ghana. Falchetta et al. 
(2021) studied the levels of accessibility by examining para-
transit in seven African cities, including Freetown. Oviedo 
et al. (2022) interrogated the Euro-centric conceptualisations 
of accessibility to unpack the lived experiences and percep-
tions of transport (dis)advantage, and their implications on 
future sustainable mobility transitions in the region.

3. Conceptual framework

The following section introduces the conceptual framework. 
It examines the notion of sustainable urban transitions for 
cities across SSA by linking accessibility with sustainability 

Figure 1. Components of accessibility. 
Source: Oviedo et al. (2022)
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and, consequently, the significance of accelerating the transi-
tion to a sustainable accessibility trajectory in the context of 
Freetown.

3.1. Sustainable urban transitions

This paper explores accessibility and mobility issues in the 
context of sustainable urban transitions. Here, transitions 
can be understood as a process of gradual (re)configuration 
from one dominant socio-technological regime to another1

(Banister, 2008; Cavoli et al., 2021; Geels, 2012).
The concept of sustainable urban transitions is particu-

larly relevant in rapidly growing cities in the Global South 
with low-but-rising levels of motorization. Cities such as 
Freetown appear to be at a turning point in their urban 
development trajectory (Teoh et al., 2020)—the combination 
of several factors, including gross domestic product (GDP) 
per capita and urban population growth, imports of cheap 
secondhand cars, lack of adequate public transport, and 
active travel facilities (in parallel with investments in urban 
road infrastructure) are leading to an increase in car use lev-
els and investments toward car-oriented urban infrastructure 
(Cavoli, 2021; Pojani & Stead, 2017). This is further exacer-
bated by the lack of integration between transport and land- 
use planning, increasing urban sprawl (Cervero, 2013), as 
well as a critical lack of emphasis on active transport and 
accessibility-centric policies (UNEP, 2016).

At the same time, the relatively low levels of car use (it is 
often below 20%) meant that collective and public transport, 
and in particular, walking, remain the backbone of current 
mobility systems (Koroma et al., 2021). The policy choices that 
public authorities make will partially determine the city’s 

development trajectory (international development agencies and 
supranational structural forces also influence the city’s trajec-
tory) and whether it is aligned with sustainability targets such 
as the 2015 United Nations Sustainable Development Goals or 
the 2021 Glasgow Climate Pack. Growing cities in SSA have an 
opportunity to establish innovative solutions for achieving sus-
tainable and inclusive mobility and land-use patterns and avoid 
being ‘locked-in’ to a car-dependent development trajectory, 
which can prove very difficult and expensive to rectify (Jones 
et al., 2018).

3.2. Sustainable accessibility

Building on such a framework, this paper questions how the 
construction and experience of accessibility and mobility influ-
ence urban residents’ attitudes toward car adoption, sustainable 
mobility, and their interpretations of current policy priorities. 
The transition to sustainable mobility in cities like Freetown 
can be examined through a framework that explores different 
development scenarios linked with motorization and accessibil-
ity practices. Simplified analytical approaches (see quadrants in 
Figure 2) represent alternative trajectories with different levels 
of accessibility a city can follow, using dependency from pri-
vate motorization as a proxy for how sustainable each potential 
stage is. The framework is consistent with Teoh et al. (2020) 
findings which suggested that with GDP per capita growth, 
there is higher adoption of private car use.

The quadrants in Figure 2 also help frame the potential 
transitions that can materialize over time at the city and 
neighborhood levels. Figure 3 further unpacks the evolution 
of accessibility at the city (macro), neighborhood (meso), and 
individual and collective (micro) scales, adding a more precise 
definition of the temporal scale. As shown in Figure 3, at the 
first scale and from the short to the long term, cities define 
their accessibility trajectory, which leads to an evolution in 

Figure 2. Accessibility levels and private motorized transport use under various urban mobility transition scenarios. 
Source: Authors

1For example, societies transitioned from horse-drawn carriages to the 
automobile in the twentieth century (Kemp et al., 2012).
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accessibility with more or less sustainable mobility (or, in 
other terms, lack of dependency from private motorized 
travel). At the second scale and in the short to medium term, 
neighborhood practices can lead to more or less accessibility 
with variable levels of sustainable mobility use. At the most 
disaggregated scale of the individual and collective, Figure 3
considers the more immediate experiences and attitudes that 
derive from the accessibility practices people engage with. The 
framework in Figure 3 posits that all scales of accessibility are 
interrelated and that the changes in practices, attitudes, and 
experiences in the short and medium term by individuals and 
communities are both influenced by and can influence the 
accessibility trajectory of the city in the long term and its abil-
ity to achieve a more or less sustainable transition. The follow-
ing section provides an overview of Freetown and a brief 
description of the neighborhoods that fit the different quad-
rants in Figure 2.

4. Context

The paper focuses on Freetown, Sierra Leone, as an under-
examined example of cities in low- and middle-income 
countries, which concentrate 77% of the world’s urban 
population (World Bank, 2023), and where rapid economic 
and demographic change is currently leading to increasingly 
urbanized and car-dependent spatial, functional, and institu-
tional configurations (Oviedo et al., 2022).

Freetown is located in the Western Area Urban District 
of Sierra Leone. It is one of Africa’s most densely populated 
cities (Koroma et al., 2021), and faces rapid population 
growth. From 2004 to 2015, the city had an estimated 
annual growth rate of 4.2% (SSL., 2016). Freetown is also 
surrounded by hills and the ocean, bringing a series of 
development challenges. There is a lack of essential services 
and amenities like water, electricity, healthcare, and afford-
able housing. Consequently, informal settlements are devel-
oping across the city in areas particularly susceptible to 

shocks, including flooding and disease outbreaks (Koroma 
et al., 2021).

The city’s informal economy provides jobs for an esti-
mated 70% of Freetonians (SSL., 2017a). The transport sec-
tor is the second highest generator of jobs, of which 85% 
are informal, thus making it one of the most significant con-
tributors to Freetown’s vibrant and diverse informal econ-
omy (World Bank, 2018). Further, as the center of business 
and government in Sierra Leone, Freetown contributes 30% 
of the country’s GDP and attracts many rural migrants 
annually (ibid.). Tables 1 and 2 summarize key demographic 
and economic indicators of Freetown as well as how the city 
compares to other capital cities across SSA.

The informality of the city’s transport sector is a symptom of 
the limited institutional capacity for planning and delivery of 
reliable and affordable public transportation. Freetown has also 
seen an uncontrolled expansion of private and informal collect-
ive transport. Despite this expansion, private vehicles continue 
to dominate the use of road space in the city. As a result, pedes-
trian spaces in Freetown (walking is the most dominant mode 
of transport) are constantly being encroached on by private 
vehicles (Koroma et al., 2021). The low-but-rising rate of motor-
ization, as evidenced by the growing numbers of vehicle registra-
tions and subsequent negative externalities such as the 
increasing number of traffic collisions, is likely to exasperate the 
environmental and health risks Freetonians face (ibid.).

Figure 3. Links between accessibility practices, experiences, and attitudes at different spatial and temporal scales. 
Source: Author

Table 1. Key demographic and economic indicators in Freetown.

Demography and economic indicators Additional information

Total population 1,055,964 (SSL., 2016, p. 28)
Population density (persons per km2) 12,959 (SSL., 2016, p. 28)
Population growth rate, 2004-2015 (%) 4.2 (SSL., 2016, p. 13)
GDP per capita (USD) 1,079 (ODI, 2020, p. 1)
Contribution to national GDP (%) 30 (World Bank, 2018, p. 9)
Estimated economic growth, 2022 (%) 4.3 (AfDB, 2021, p. 38)
Gini Coefficient 0.27 (SSL., 2017c, p. 15)
Poverty rate % 28.5 (SSL et al., 2019, p. 2)

Source: AfDB, 2021; ODI, 2020; SSL., 2016, 2017c; SSL, OPHI, & UNEP. 2019; 
World Bank, 2018

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE TRANSPORTATION 5



However, present-day research and policy documents on 
transport and mobility in Freetown are limited. This results 
in not merely a lack of understanding of the structural driv-
ers of transport and land-use trends and practices but also 
substantial data gaps related to urban planning despite the 
creation of various government-led and international devel-
opment institutions-led initiatives to consolidate such data 
in the last decade. This study, therefore, aims to contribute 
toward research and practice by examining four neighbor-
hoods in Freetown with different levels of accessibility and 
motorized transport dependency to test the frameworks 
illustrated in Figures 2 and 3, and through interrogating res-
idents’ perceptions of the transport, land-use, as well as 
social and temporal components of accessibility, this study 
seeks to gain a comprehensive understanding of individual 
and collective constructions and experiences of urban 

transport and its potential implications for the city’s future 
sustainable accessibility trajectory. The four neighborhoods 
(see Figure 4 and Table 3) were selected based on available 
secondary data (Koroma et al., 2021; World Bank, 2018).

Cline Town. A middle-low-income neighborhood situated 
along the major trunk road in the east end of Freetown and 
is linked to the rest of the country by Bureh Road. The area 
has the largest concentration of warehouses in the munici-
pality, a cement factory, metal workshops, repair garages, 
and a range of secondary industries. Cline Town thus gener-
ates considerable employment opportunities. There are rela-
tively good road networks and port facilities. In addition, 
Cline Town has a range of schools, health centers, recre-
ational sites, cemeteries, community centers, prominent 

Table 2. Socio-economic indicators of Freetown and other capital cities in SSA with similar population.

Freetown,  
Sierra Leone

Accra,  
Ghana

Lilongwe,  
Malawi

Maputo,  
Mozambique

Harare,  
Zimbabwe

Total population (million) 1.06 1.67 0.99 1.27 1.49
Life expectancy at birth (Years; national aggregate) 55 64 65 61 62
Human Development Index 0.452 (Low) 0.611 (Medium) 0.483 (Low) 0.456 (Low) 0.571 (Medium)
Gross National Income per capita (constant 2017 PPP$) 1,668 5,269 1,035 1,250 2,666

Source: UNDP, 2022

Figure 4. Map of Western Area urban District (which comprises Freetown as well as surrounding towns and landscapes) and location of each neighborhood. 
Source: OpenStreetMap & Datawrapper
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historical buildings, and a railway museum. The area also 
experiences heavy traffic load to and from the port area, 
producing congestion and delays.

Moyiba. A hillside low-income neighborhood (informal 
settlement) of Freetown with an estimated 37,000 residents 
(SSL., 2017b). The topography makes it difficult to access 
public transport and emergency services. A vast proportion 
of the residents access the essential services via footpaths; 
walking therefore is an affordable and accessible mode of 
transport (Oviedo et al., 2021). Since its establishment in 
1919, Moyiba has evolved from a farming community to a 
major supplier of stones through a quarry in its center 
(Walker et al., 2022). There is a lack of formal land title 
deeds, with most land informally owned by households or 
occupied by tenants (ibid.). Furthermore, Moyiba is close to 
several government offices, contributing to employment 
opportunities. There is also a range of educational institu-
tions, health centers, and market trading facilities locally 
known as the Peace Market.

Brookefields. A medium-high income neighborhood close to 
the city center and well-endowed with infrastructure and 
services. Brookefields is in a low-lying area and is easily 
accessible through the many secondary and tertiary roads 
leading to or servicing it and has a good road network. 
There is also reasonable access to public transport. The area 
has public administration, health centers, recreation spaces, 
religious facilities, cemeteries, and many educational institu-
tions including the Freetown Secondary School for Girls, the 
Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA), and other 
secondary and tertiary training institutions.

Southridge. A mixed neighborhood with different income 
streams. The hilly topography and a limited coverage infra-
structure and collective transport services are significant 
constraints faced by the local community. Southridge pro-
vides low accessibility for its lower-income residents and 
relatively high motorization amongst its high-income resi-
dents. Consequently, the most vulnerable social groups and 
low-and-middle-income households tend to walk more and 
often make tradeoffs between walking and okadas (motor-
cycle taxis) and kekehs (autorickshaws).

In summary, the selected neighborhoods are socially and 
economically diverse, and they account for the macro, meso, 

and micro factors related to the availability of opportunities, 
local road infrastructure, environmental risks, and difficul-
ties in everyday mobility and access. Figure 5 summarizes 
the neighborhoods’ observable levels of accessibility and 
motorized transport dependency.

5. Data and methods

This paper builds on the analysis of data from focus group dis-
cussions to understand how accessibility is perceived at the indi-
vidual, community, neighborhood, and city levels, as well as the 
resulting everyday practices, experiences, and attitudes of resi-
dents in four neighborhoods across Freetown that are at differ-
ent stages of motorized transport dependency. In doing so, the 
paper adds to the substantially limited body of scholarship about 
the perceptions and attitudes underpinning transport and land- 
use configurations in cities across SSA, filling a gap in inter-
national evidence in a region where most research emerges 
from South Africa, Kenya, Namibia, and Tanzania while 
Western Africa continues to be the least studied sub-region (see 
Sietchiping et al., 2012 for overview).

A range of complementary data sources—from open- 
source and planning data provided by project partners to 
primary qualitative data—were also used for capturing, to 
varying degrees, the different scales and factors driving 
accessibility, enabling the research team to draw relevant 
policy and planning insights on the quotidian drivers, moti-
vations, and aspirations of residents in urban neighborhoods 
experiencing diverse social and transport inequalities, so as 
to determine the factors that might accelerate/decelerate the 

Table 3. Brief description of selected neighborhoods for focus group discussions.

Cline Town Moyiba Brookefields Southridge

Socio-economic  
characteristics

Middle-low-income 
neighborhood, closer  
to the city center

Hilltop neighborhood of  
low-income informal 
settlements

Middle, middle-high income 
close to the city center

Mixed neighborhood with 
different income levels

Macro or strategic 
Accessibility

High accessibility Low accessibility High accessibility Low accessibility

Private motorized  
transport

Low private motorized 
vehicle use

Low private motorized 
vehicle use

Higher than average private 
motorization in the 
neighborhood

Relatively high private 
motorized vehicles used in 
the high-income segment 
population

Distance from the city 
center (km)

3.3 km 5.1 km 2.3 km 9.4 km

Source: Authors

Figure 5. Location of each neighborhood in the accessibility-motorized trans-
port dependency quadrants. 
Source: Authors
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rising levels of motorization, and consequently, the long- 
term trajectory the transition toward more sustainable and 
equitable urban mobility might take.

Qualitative methods (Ferrer & Ruiz, 2018; Li, 2018; 
Simons et al., 2014) were used in this study so that residents 
of the four neighborhoods could articulate the deeper nuan-
ces of their everyday mobility practices and accessibility in a 
way that is, as far as possible, free from the preconceived 
views of the transport researcher, which represented a 
boundary of what could and/or should be appropriate for 
discussion. In other words, qualitative methods were used in 
this study to improve existing understandings and signifi-
cant data gaps in the characterization of mobility practices 
and accessibility in Freetown.

Focus group discussion is a common qualitative method to 
gain an in-depth understanding of transport users’ perceptions, 
attitudes, and emotions, and they typically consist of between 8 
to 15 participants (e.g. Bonham & Wilson, 2012; Cascajo et al., 
2019; Hopkins & Mandic, 2017; Hwang et al., 2021). 
Specifically, the focus group discussions conducted in this study 
aimed to obtain evidence on three areas of accessibility and 
mobility related to people’s (i) behaviors and practices, (ii) 
rationales and motivations, and (iii) expectations and suggestions 
related to policy and practice to “help grasp people’s perspectives, 
stories, experiences and valuations, as well as the ways these are 
socio-institutionally structured” in the four neighborhoods 
selected for this study (van den Broeck, 2014, p. 135).

5.1. Data collection and analysis

Each focus group discussion had 12 to 16 participants from the 
neighborhood to allow for diversity in opinions but also provide 
the opportunity for everyone to participate (Silverman, 2014). In 
total, 57 individuals participated in these discussions facilitated 
by three members of the research team. This small group of 
participants also allowed the team to address some of the chal-
lenges that characterize focus group discussions, such as keeping 
focus, coordinating logistics and ensuring that everyone has the 
opportunity to participate (ibid.). The participants make-up for 
the focus group discussions is not representative of the demo-
graphic make-up of each neighborhood; owing to the substantial 
data gaps related to urban planning described in Section 4, this 
study aims to get an initial but nuanced understanding of every-
day livelihood in Freetown that could apply to transport 
research and beyond. Large-scale quantitative surveys commonly 
used in transport research are only helpful in the future when 
researchers and policymakers already have a better grasp of the 
known knowns and unknown knowns about Freetonians’ every-
day mobility practices and accessibility. Facilitators introduced 
the discussion topics and encouraged participants to share their 
everyday experiences and perceptions.

In addition, a short survey was carried out with all partici-
pants as a pilot for a potential more extensive implementation. 
This standardized demographic information (e.g. age, gender, 
length of residence in the neighborhood) and specifics about 
individual travel behavior (e.g. reasons for traveling out of the 
neighborhood, mode choice) serve as a backdrop for the in- 
depth focus group discussions. Participants were provided with 

a project information sheet and signed a consent form before 
partaking in the focus group discussions. The consent form 
described what data participants provided for the study, its 
intended use, data protection guarantees and the right to with-
draw their information.

Overall, women and men were equally represented2. Each 
focus group lasted two hours and was conducted in the local 
Krio language (an English-based creole language), with the dis-
cussions recorded (audio), transcribed, and translated by the 
research team. Participants were asked about the modes of 
transport used to reach main activities and the frequency of 
these activities. The age range of participants in Brookefields, 
Cline Town and South Ridge ranged between 17 to 63 years of 
age, whereas the focus group discussions participants in Moyiba 
were considerably younger, aged 21 to 33 years old. Most partic-
ipants had lived in their neighborhood for over five years.

Analyzing qualitative data is an iterative research process that 
“involves the examination and re-examination of data” 
(Silverman, 2014, p. 141). This is reflected in the study’s analysis 
approach, which was carried out in two stages. First, using the 
accessibility framework developed in Section 3, a thematic con-
tent analysis was conducted. This involved an open coding 
approach that helped identify key themes across the focus group 
discussions (ibid.). Then, within each theme, the data was organ-
ized against the accessibility framework using a focused coding 
approach.

The analysis matrix is divided into themes and sub-themes. 
It comprised responses and comments from participants 
extracted verbatim from the transcripts of the focus group dis-
cussions (Miles et al., 2019). Then, participant responses are 
systematically compared through cross-analysis. This exercise 
allowed the research team to understand the barriers and 
opportunities to accessibility, travel behavior and private vehicle 
use. In the second stage, the additional dimension of practices, 
experiences, and attitudes were added to the analysis matrix. 
This provided a greater understanding of the on-the-ground 
realities and some of the assumptions, opinions, and attitudes 
that are a product of the participants’ lived experiences.

6. Findings

This section provides an overview of the key findings draw-
ing on the analysis of the focus group discussions and sur-
veys undertaken in the four neighborhoods. The key themes 
are summarized not in any order of importance.

6.1. Urbanization and living peferences (quantity and 
quality of distribution)

Freetown is the business and commerce center of Sierra 
Leone, and it attracts people from all over the country, 
resulting in rapid population growth (Koroma et al., 2021). 
As noted by a participant from Cline Town: “People come 
from the provinces and other parts of the city to reside here”. 
As urban-to-urban migrants often cannot access safe and 
affordable housing in central areas of Freetown, they tend to 

2At Moyiba, two-thirds of the focus group discussion participants were women.
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settle on the hillsides or close to the bay. These areas are 
considered unsafe due to the increased exposure to natural 
disasters, notably floods and landslides.

Several participants highlighted how Freetown’s public serv-
ices are currently unable to meet the increased demand. A par-
ticipant from Cline Town stated: “There are a lot of 
disadvantages of rapid population growth with respect to accessing 
enough facilities and or services”. In Moyiba, participants noted 
that water is costly due to the neighborhood’s hilly terrain; 
motorcycles transport water to those living further up the hill-
side. As a result, accessing water is a challenge for some com-
munities as they rely on motorized transport to access essential 
services: “We have a big challenge to access water. The [motor-
cycle] riders charge high because of the nature of the road net-
work in this community”. Although essential services and 
amenities are available in Brookefields, participants remarked 
that they tend to be low quality, often requiring travel to other 
parts of the city to access basic needs.

There was also a growing concern that Freetown’s transport 
system could not respond to the increased demand. Participants 
from Clinetown, Brookefields, and Moyiba mentioned that 
accessing transport services has become more challenging and 
involves frequent queuing. A participant from Brookefields 
stated: “There are certain areas that are constantly having traffic 
due to the increasing population and vehicles”.

6.2. Land-use and accessibility

Residents in Freetown assign significant socio-cultural value 
to the prospect of owning land, encouraging them to settle 
in rapidly developing informal settlements. A participant 
from Moyiba highlighted: “Most of us are here in this com-
munity because it is only here that we can have access to 
land and build our own houses”. Furthermore, when asked 
about the prospect of relocating within Freetown or moving 
out of the city, participants from Brookefields and Cline 
Town noted that they would be open to it if the essential 
services and amenities would improve in other areas.

“There are some people that don’t want to stay here, especially in 
the slums. But one will have a lot of constraints in getting stuff 
like ID cards, passports, and so on if they leave here for a place 
like Waterloo and beyond because everything is centralised, and 
that is why people keep coming to the city and settling in the 
slums.” (Participant from Cline Town)

Beyond the everyday struggles to access basic amenities, the 
participants find it challenging to access essential services, 
employment and educational opportunities and recreational 
activities due to distance and transport poverty3. In Moyiba, a 
participant stressed: “We lack so many facilities and services here; 
no church, no hospital, no school, and no market”. In South 
Ridge, a participant highlighted: “The lack of financial resources 
often restricts us from going out to visit friends and families”.

While street traders come to the neighborhoods, the var-
iety of goods they offer is limited and often more expensive 
than those offered at the centralized markets: “We have 
markets, but the prices differ from the ones in town. 
Therefore, most women prefer going to town, especially when 
they want to buy in bulk. Furthermore, they take up pedes-
trian space as there are limited markets in these 
neighborhoods”. Female participants from Moyiba, who do 
most of the food shopping for their household or business, 
further noted that they face high transport costs, which 
“makes them sometimes run into loss”.

6.3. Roads

The limited supply of road and pedestrian infrastructure in 
Freetown—both in terms of quality and capacity—affects the 
everyday accessibility of residents across the four neighborhoods 
studied. Frequently mentioned barriers to accessibility include 
unsurfaced roads and potholes. A participant from South Ridge 
noted: “Okadas and kekehs are more expensive in [unpaved] 
routes”. Along the same vein, a participant from Moyiba 
observed: “Even when you want to negotiate [with the okada 
riders] to reduce the cost, they will refuse because of the bad roads 
and high cost of fuel”. Feeder roads are particularly problematic 
in Freetown and limit access to more central parts of the city.

The lack of footpaths and safe spaces for pedestrians 
across Freetown is stressed by a participant in Moyiba: “We 
don’t have footpaths at all, [putting] our lives to be in danger”. 
The poor quality and capacity of pedestrian infrastructure 
often force pedestrians to walk on the road, increasing their 
risk of being involved in an accident. This is a significant pol-
icy and planning challenge, given that the survey finds walk-
ing a dominant mode of transport for most Freetonians.

During the rainy season from May to November, trans-
port challenges disproportionally affect the urban poor who 
live in hilly and flood-prone areas. In Moyiba, participants 
noted that during the rainy season, there is an increased 
number of motorcycle accidents: “We usually have a lot of 
motorcycle accidents during these periods when the roads are 
muddy and slippery”. Furthermore, travel for older and dis-
abled persons during the rainy season is limited due to the 
increased cost and limited availability of transport. Residents 
have established community-driven initiatives to mitigate 
and respond to some of these issues. For instance, drainages 
in Moyiba are blocked during the rainy season due to 
improper waste management and are often cleaned by resi-
dents: “We usually mobilize the youths every rainy season to 
do a cleaning process, especially in the drainages, to allow the 
easy flow of water and to avoid blockages that will lead to 
flooding”. However, participants noted a lack of proper plan-
ning practices and disaster preparedness or response by the 
local and national governments.

Beyond the limited supply of road and pedestrian infrastruc-
ture across Freetown, the four neighborhoods are affected by 
the increasing congestion; Moyiba and Cline Town are close to 
high-demand road corridors and the central business district, 
while South Ridge faces challenging topographies. A participant 
from Cline Town summarized: “Why we spend so much time 

3The term ‘transport poverty’ is used in literature to describe various 
deprivations related to transport access and affordability (Churchill & Smyth, 
2019). It is used in this study in a narrower sense to refer to individuals and 
households finding it difficult to meet the monetary costs associated with 
transport.
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accessing facilities, goods or services from the central parts of the 
city is because of the traffic”.

6.4. Availability of transport and challenges to travel

6.4.1. Preferred mode of travel
The survey results revealed that the most popular mode of 
transport varies between each neighborhood studied (Figure 6), 
which is in turn influenced by both demography and topog-
raphy. For example, okadas and kekehs struggle with the hilly 
dirt roads in Moyiba. Walking is, however, a dominant means 
of transport across the neighborhoods. As stressed by a partici-
pant from South Ridge: “Most time, people spend two to three 
hours walking to go to town, especially businesspeople”. Due to 
its central location and good access to public transport, okadas 
and kekehs are less prevalent in Brookefields.

While there are some differences related to the availability of 
transport and the challenges to travel between genders, the data 
currently collected from the focus group discussions are insuffi-
cient to establish a broader perspective on the gendered travel 
behavior of Freetonians. In South Ridge, female market vendors 
leave their homes in the night/early morning to avoid traffic 
issues when buying goods. A male participant emphasizes this: 
“My wife leaves here at 2 am every morning to go to town to 
buy [goods]”. However, there is a significant risk of sexual har-
assment and assault (including rape): “Some [drivers] will pre-
tend to be [motorcycle] riders when they are not. Either they 
collect something from you, or they rape you, for as long as peo-
ple are not around”. Traveling together in groups or pairs is a 
way participants have adopted to mitigate the risk: “Well, some-
times if you are going out alone, then you must take the risk. 
And you will onboard the same motorcycle with someone if you 
go out together”.

6.4.2. Affordability
The cost of motorized transport leads to immobility or 
Freetonians being forced to walk in various neighborhoods. 
As stated by a participant from South Ridge: “We prefer 

saving the little we have just for feeding because things are 
hard these days. [The] biggest inhibitor is the lack of money 
for transport”. In addition, the transport cost fluctuates 
depending on the load, quality of roads, weather, and time 
of day: “It all depends on the distance you are going. You 
pay double during the rains”.

6.4.3. Safety and security
Participants across the four neighborhoods noted that safety 
and security issues in Freetown are caused mainly by the city’s 
limited road and pedestrian infrastructure, inadequate street 
lighting, lack of traffic enforcement, and challenging travel con-
ditions during the rainy season. As emphasized by a partici-
pant from Moyiba: “We don’t use bicycles because the roads are 
bad, narrow, and congested [making it unsafe to cycle]”. The 
poor road conditions make accessing parts of the neighbor-
hood difficult without okadas. Furthermore, footpaths across 
Freetown are often used for parking or street trading, forcing 
pedestrians onto the roads while causing traffic congestion: 
“People will just park their cars on the streets, taking part of the 
streets and causing the roads to be narrower”. Weak traffic 
enforcement is recognized as a key driver of the day-to-day 
transport challenges experienced in Freetown: “The level of 
bribing that we have in Sierra Leone cannot allow the strong 
enforcement of laws”.

The crime risk on all is significant when traveling at night 
on any mode of transport. Women and girls are particularly 
affected and generally consider public transport unsafe due to 
the risk of sexual harassment and assault, ultimately limiting 
their everyday mobility. In South Ridge, a participant stressed 
that: “Women, disabled, and lactating mothers are the most 
vulnerable when it comes to transportation issues”.

6.5. Future travel preferences

Participants were asked to discuss future travel preferences. 
While okadas are a dominant mode of motorized transport 
in the neighborhoods studied, the convenience they offer 

Figure 6. Mode use per neighborhood. 
Source: Authors
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suggests a complex tradeoff over affordability, safety, and 
security concerns. Numerous participants aspire to purchase 
their own motorcycles. A participant from South Ridge 
highlighted this: “I [would] prefer buying a motorcycle 
because it is faster”. In Brookefields and Moyiba, several par-
ticipants mentioned that car use would improve their every-
day mobility while acknowledging that the poor road 
infrastructure and associated costs make car use impractical.

Participants from Moyiba, Cline Town, and Brookefields 
expressed their desire to have access to high-capacity public 
transport and stressed their willingness to pay more to access 
these services. There was also a discussion on the use of elec-
tronic ticketing. As stated by a participant from Moyiba: “Yes, 
we will pay, for as long as the road is good, and the buses are 
comfortable and safer”. The diversification of transport modes 
in Freetown, including trains and ferries, was welcomed by 
participants from Brookefields: “Using trains will be easier and 
will reduce the intensity of traffic in the city.”

7. Discussion

Findings from this study illustrate the determinants of 
everyday accessibility and mobility from the perspective of 
residents’ experiences, practices, and attitudes in four differ-
ent neighborhoods in Freetown. The conceptual framework 
introduced in Section 3 allowed the research team to unpack 
the different geographical scales, time frames, and relation-
ships between land-use and transport development, as well 
as the residents’ behavior and perceptions of different condi-
tions of dependency on motorized transport, their influence 
on the potential adoption of motorized transport.

7.1. Everyday experiences of accessibility

The lived, everyday experiences of accessibility can be 
framed by the quadrants in Figure 2 and the meso scale of 
the framework presented in Figure 3. This study identified 
how community-driven initiatives have emerged to reconfig-
ure the accessibility environment. In neighborhoods like 
Moyiba and South Ridge, such practices have led to patch-
ing up incomplete or damaged infrastructure networks and 
trying to mitigate environmental risks to local mobility. 
Community-based practices to restructure the local built 
environment have recently drawn attention from scholars 
writing about Africa, which is in line with some of the find-
ings in this paper (Khayesi et al., 2016; Lesala Khethisa 
et al., 2020; Oviedo et al., 2021). An additional form of com-
munity-based practice that reconfigures accessibility across 
the four neighborhoods is informal trade. It is a source of 
livelihood for some focus group discussion participants and 
enables local access to essential goods and services. While 
the informal economy shapes the everyday accessibility of 
Freetonians, particularly those living in areas with low levels 
of accessibility, conventional analyses often dismiss its effects 
as either fixed in time or space.

Participants’ testimonies suggest that their experiences of 
accessibility are not just spatially differentiated. They are 
constantly changing due to the dynamic risks associated 

with the participant’s everyday environment, the weather, 
and the ever-changing configuration of the city’s formal and 
informal public transport network. This supports the need 
for considering timeframes when approaching accessibility 
in its different scales.

The analyses of individual experiences of accessibility 
show that except for Brookefields (the wealthiest neighbor-
hood in the study), walking remains the most common 
form of transport, followed by the more nimble but expen-
sive okadas and kekehs. As suggested by existing literature, 
the high dependency on walking can be explained by afford-
ability and poor road infrastructure that cannot support the 
operation of motorized transport—particularly in some parts 
of the neighborhoods studied, which are challenged by top-
ography and peripherality (Bryceson et al., 2003; Cervero, 
2013; Kamalipour & Dovey, 2019; Oviedo et al., 2021), and 
the need for securing livelihoods, even at the expense of 
long walking times and risks of injury and crime (Esson 
et al., 2016; Pojani & Stead, 2017; Venter et al., 2014). 
Results in Section 6.4 also suggest that in neighborhoods 
where residents have been both partially excluded from 
transport supply and priced out of transport, gaps in mobil-
ity, accessibility, and expenditure on transport (in terms of 
time, money, and effort) are more marked, leading to higher 
levels of immobility in some population groups.

The gender dimension becomes particularly relevant in 
discussions about the experiences of accessibility and their 
influence on residents’ attitudes toward adopting motorized 
transport. Women in all neighborhoods negotiate additional 
risks and costs for accessing essential goods and services. The 
information on mode choice suggests that when purchasing 
power is available, women tend to spend more on motorized 
transport, especially for trips conducted when risks are higher 
(e.g. nighttime and rainy season). Women’s experiences, prac-
tices, and attitudes must be explicitly recognized in transport 
policy and practice, particularly in planning and regulating 
collective transport services. A more explicit gender dimen-
sion must be incorporated into Freetown’s future public 
transport reforms. The latter may become instrumental in 
preventing a transition to car-dependent urban development 
as the city’s purchasing power increases.

7.2. Freetown’s sustainable accessibility trajectory

In Sub-Saharan African cities, issues at the macro scale have 
almost invariably been addressed through a top-down approach 
in the accessibility literature and practice (Bautista-Hern�andez, 
2020; Klopp & Cavoli, 2017; Levine, 2020). These issues are 
also approached from a quantitative perspective (Malekzadeh & 
Chung, 2020; van Wee, 2016). The actual decision-making 
processes concerning the macro or strategic accessibility are, 
therefore, somewhat disconnected from the everyday, lived 
experiences of accessibility which affects marginalized and vul-
nerable Freetonians the most as the city develops (Oviedo & 
Nieto-Combariza, 2021; Uteng & Lucas, 2017; Venter et al., 
2019). The focus group discussions challenge mainstream deci-
sion-making approaches, demonstrating that most participants’ 
rudimentary understanding of how long-term city-wide 
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urbanization and development processes (Section 6.1), as well 
as transport and land-use planning (Section 6.2), influence their 
everyday ability to use diverse forms of transport and gain 
access to livelihood opportunities. These findings align with 
previous research unpacking the city’s development from differ-
ent perspectives (Koroma et al., 2021; Oviedo et al., 2021; 
World Bank, 2018). Furthermore, despite the significant differ-
ences in each neighborhood’s social, economic, spatial, and 
motorized dependency features, results related to the macro 
scale suggest that needs-based informal practices related to 
land-use, housing, and transport are significant drivers of acces-
sibility and influence people’s decisions and attitudes toward 
the future, particularly concerning the adoption of high-capacity 
motorized transport.

7.3. Learnings for transitions to sustainable accessibility

Findings from the focus group discussions shed light on the 
links between the individual and collective construction of 
everyday accessibility and people’s attitudes toward (un)sustain-
able mobility, particularly the adoption of private vehicle use. 
On the one hand, the perceptions from neighborhoods with 
poor accessibility (i.e. Moyiba and Cline Town) are that even if 
income increased, the poor quality and quantity of roads would 
be a sufficient deterrent to prevent participants from purchasing 
a car. On the other hand, in wealthier and more accessible 
neighborhoods (i.e. Brookefields and South Ridge), car and 
especially motorcycle ownership are perceived as potential 
means of improving one’s everyday mobility and access after 
factoring in the challenges associated with accessing affordable, 
reliable, and safe public transport, long walking duration, road 
congestion, as well as the host of environmental and personal 
security risks involved. While there are several lessons Freetown 
can offer other cities in SSA with low-but-rising levels of 
motorization, particularly the massive role played by informal 
transport as well as the lack of policy priority given to non- 
motorized transport, it is hard to draw generalizable learnings 
from the perceptions about the adoption of private motoriza-
tion by a study of this scale as a multitude of structural and 
socio-cultural forces compounds the issue.

Participants’ contrasting attitudes toward adopting private 
motorized vehicles are further complicated by local geograph-
ical constraints. In South Ridge and Moyiba, where there is a 
more challenging topography, the motorcycle is seen as a 
feasible alternative to improve mobility regardless of income 
level. Such findings caution planners and policymakers in 
Freetown and other fast-growing sub-Saharan African cities 
about the rise in the modal share of private motorized 
vehicles that often accompanies GDP per capita growth and 
the challenge it poses for transitioning to sustainable mobility 
if no planning and policy reforms are made to improve access 
to non-motorized and public transport.

8. Conclusions

This study highlights the relevance and usefulness of sus-
tainable accessibility frameworks in analyzing everyday prac-
tices for mobility and interrogating the drivers of future 

sustainable development pathways. The paper’s main conclu-
sion is that inaccessibility leads to double marginalization. 
In other words, exclusion from essential and good-quality 
opportunities for those neighborhoods in a more disadvan-
taged accessibility position was found to be compounded by 
vulnerability and exposure to environmental risks and exter-
nalities. The analysis of everyday accessibility provides a solid 
and deep foundation to inform large-scale assessments of dis-
tributional and equity issues informed by more traditional 
data collection methods, such as surveys, which can further 
inform the targeting of policies and optimization of resources. 
We found that perceived accessibility influences everyday 
mobility and land-use practices and the attitudes of individu-
als in diverse communities toward sustainable mobility by 
driving them to trade off immediate needs with long-term 
risks and exposures, imagine motorized futures, and collect-
ively transform the functional and physical configuration of 
their built environment to address their most critical needs in 
the absence of suitable top-down interventions.

The unheard voices of Freetonians taking part in this 
study made it evident that there can be no positive change 
without participation, as testimonies from citizens with dif-
ferent intersecting social identities can debunk deep-seated 
assumptions such as a default turn toward specific modes 
without considering the local socio-cultural contexts. The 
complexities of cities in SSA, coupled with the considerable 
gaps in empirical evidence in these contexts despite the scale 
and relevance of their urban development trajectories for 
global sustainability, support the need for localized methods 
that unpack the nuances and challenge the biases of trad-
itional transport research methods. This leads to the conclu-
sion that research must play a role in enabling dialogues 
between citizens, academia, practitioners, and policymakers 
and, therefore, building new bridges previously not consid-
ered in the collective construction of sustainable mobility.

The diversity of motivations and attitudes toward mode 
choice, including the paradoxes in current and future needs, 
demonstrates the limitations of conventional transport plan-
ning instruments and research methods where everyday 
mobility practices and experiences are over-simplified and 
biased toward realized travel, ignoring the travel needs of 
underserved and marginalized populations. For example, it 
is essential to recognize that most participants walk and, 
consequently, that integrating non-motorized travel into 
Freetown’s transport policies has strategic significance for 
achieving sustainable accessibility. The lack of targeted poli-
cies and investments that address the city’s poor pedestrian 
infrastructure highlights the gap between policy and plan-
ning and the everyday, lived experiences of Freetonians. 
There is also a lack of mention of cycling-related infrastruc-
ture by participants. The city’s challenging topographies and 
weather conditions obscure whatever potential the city may 
have to accommodate cycling as a viable mode of transport. 
Existing and often negative perceptions about cycling are 
unlikely to change without an initial adoption of pro-cycling 
policies to shift the public’s attitudes and perceptions.

The motorized future articulated by a sizeable portion of 
participants represents the socio-institutional challenges 
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faced by Freetown and other fast-growing cities across SSA, 
which are at a similar point in their motorization process 
and are seeking to transition toward sustainable mobility 
with high levels of accessibility for all. It also opens ques-
tions concerning the methodological learnings that future 
research on the subject matter may consider to better under-
stand individuals’ everyday mobility practices and accessibil-
ity experiences vis-�a-vis their social identities. In addition to 
the transport policies mentioned above, improving access to 
suitable goods, services, and livelihood opportunities, mainly 
through policies and investments targeted at enhancing 
internet connectivity and other online services, can be crit-
ical in reducing trips and distances traveled across the city.

8.1. Research limitations

Our research highlights the relevance of qualitative insights 
for understanding the lived experiences of accessibility and 
the interrelations between urban trajectories, practices, per-
ceptions, and attitudes of residents. However, the sample size 
of this study is a limitation for drawing generalizable insights 
that are representative of the demographics of the neighbor-
hoods surveyed. It is, therefore, necessary to expand the 
diversity of participants in future research to account for the 
everyday experiences of individuals with intersecting social 
identities, including ethnic minorities, people with disabilities 
and different gender and sexual identities.

However, the evidence gathered from the everyday practices 
of participants illustrates the value of qualitative methods 
beyond deep-seated requirements for representativeness usually 
adopted in disciplines linked with transport and land-use plan-
ning. Methods from the social sciences and humanities add 
layers of complexity to make visible the wide-ranging environ-
mental and socio-economic consequences of urban develop-
ment trajectories. The perspectives of residents about their 
everyday mobility practices and environment for accessibility 
presented in Section 7 are very rarely heard in traditional 
transport policy and planning, effectively ignoring those most 
affected by public policy and transport planning practices. This 
also means considering the potential contradictions between 
different testimonies and extracting their contextual signifi-
cance, as they are an inherent part of people’s daily experiences 
and tradeoffs to secure their livelihoods.

8.2. Avenues for further research

The research opens new conceptual and methodological ave-
nues for accessibility analysis that can be scaled up in cities 
across SSA. Specifically, the qualitative research approach 
described in this paper illustrates a practical foundation for 
decolonized transport research that is aligned with the global 
development agenda, national and local policy and planning 
priorities whilst also giving space to the voices of residents, 
which are rarely heard in conventional, mainstream trans-
port research in such depth and detail. As argued in the pre-
vious paragraphs, further research is necessary to test the 
frameworks and instruments in other urban contexts across 
different intersecting social identities. There is also potential 

to build on qualitative insights to inform the design of 
quantitative instruments that can capture urban residents’ 
mobility practices, experiences, and attitudes at a broader 
scale. Similarly, there is potential to expand the content of 
focus groups to understand differing needs and desires con-
cerning public and collective transport, its improvement in 
the local context, and its role as a people-centric instrument 
to accelerate sustainable mobility transitions.
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