Thoughts on
changemaking
A cautionary tale for
understanding resistance
to cycling

Thoughts on
changemaking
A cautionary tale for
understanding resistance
to cycling

Author: Rory Williams
Reviewer: Lisa Kane
Designer: Matthew Fraser
September 2017

3

Getting
Cape Town
cycling
Cape Town’s streets can be so much more than they
are. Even though most of us cannot participate directly
in the governance of the city, we can help create a new,
more inclusive reality by living our lives a certain way.
At Open Streets Cape Town (OSCT), we are thinking
hard with our partners about how we can, collectively,
help turn streets into more useful and usable public
spaces. OSCT wants to see even more citizens and
civic organisations actively improving the way the
city – especially its streets – is planned, designed and
managed. Some of our initiatives have taught us about
what limits or strengthens changemaking projects. This
report aims to share some of these early lessons in the
hope that they can be used by others in their projects
and campaigns.
Here we talk a lot about bicycles because they have
tremendous potential to improve a resident's ability
to travel cheaply. Under the right conditions, they can
create a more inclusive city. But many of the lessons we
have learned can be applied to other areas of transport
and urban management. 		
And perhaps the biggest lesson is that there are many
layers of obstacles that need to be peeled away before
cycling can become a realistic form of transport for
many people.

Only 7.2% of all daily trips are
morning trips to work by car.
If we continue to design streets
primarily for this small minority
of travellers, we will fail to
create an accessible city.
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So you
want to
create
change?
People are creatures of habit. Contrary to what many
planning and economics models assume, we do not
always go through a “rational” process when we make
decisions about where to live, how to travel, what to
buy, and so on. When planners forecast how we will
respond to changes to urban systems – for example,
when new forms of public transport are introduced
or new roads are built – they often use models that
assume we review the alternatives available and make
choices in a scientifically rational way. But research
shows that the way we make decisions is much more
complex than these models suggest.
For example, often we do not bother, for various
reasons, to examine all the travel options that are
available to us. Added to that, we do not always make
the same choices from day to day or week to week.
We develop habits, but there are also exceptions to
the habits. Our Travel Diaries, collected as part of our
AtoB Challenge campaign, showed that many people
change their way of travelling from one day to the
next, or for certain kinds of trips.
Traditional models that are used to predict how the
population will travel do not do a good job of showing
the range of these behaviours and the reasons for
them. The combined result of all our individual
decisions is quite predictable, though, so the models
usually do a good enough job for most large, stepwise, planning purposes.
But by looking at people’s decisions in aggregate, as
traditional methods do, it becomes really difficult to
identify the things that influence individual decisions.
And if we want to know how behaviour will change
in response to new technologies or relatively small
changes in the design of the transport system, or

new regulations that govern transport, we do need to
know more about how individual decisions are made.
This becomes crucial to any attempt, for example,
to persuade people to switch from car to bus or any
other mode of transport.
So, a strategy aimed at encouraging changes in
travel behaviour needs to think much harder about
individuals. It needs to consider carefully not just
which groups of people to target but which types
of trips present opportunities for gradual lifestyle
changes. Understanding the complexity of decisionmaking by individuals is both a challenge and an
opportunity. It is difficult to identify what might
trigger changes in behaviour, but this also means
there could be unexpected benefits from behaviour
change strategies.
For example, people form perceptions based on a
range of inputs from sources with varying degrees
of reliability. We make decisions using sometimes
incorrect or outdated information. This is one reason
why service providers sometimes gain users by
providing inducements for people to try a service
at least once, hoping that the experience will result
in continued use of the service. (In Cape Town,
residents were offered free MyCiTi bus rides on one
day in March 2017, for example, and some of them
may have been first-time users who bought the
myconnect card for fare payment, with an incentive
to use it again.)
Once we form travel habits, they can be difficult to
change. But there are moments in life when we are
forced to reconsider our behaviour, such as when
we reach a new stage of life or move to a new area
or get a new job. These habit-breaking moments
present opportunities for campaigns that could
make people aware of the new range of options that
they can choose from as a result of their changed
circumstances.
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Working
with social
norms
This year, we asked more than 200 people at Kuils River
rail station, whether they would rather cycle than
drive to the station. Just over a third (36%) said yes –
and yet none of them do cycle. They listed a range of
obstacles (see chart). As for the two-thirds who said
they would not want to cycle, they opened up a host
of new questions. Did they say they don’t because
they really wouldn’t under any circumstances, or
have they simply ruled out the possibility for reasons
that could actually be addressed? And if they were
addressed, could cycling become something that
more people aspire to do?
If we do want more people to ride bicycles, they
need a personally relevant reason to want to do so.
Behavioural science suggests that for many people,
this will only happen if their peers also cycle. So,
when there are limited numbers of people cycling,
one strategy is to encourage people to identify with a
wider group of peers. If your peers are more broadly
defined, you will be exposed to a wider range of
aspirations and behavioural choices, and you might
be more willing to consider cycling. And here we
come to another interesting question: Who are our
peers? Who are the people we relate to and who
influence our own behaviour?
Sadly, Cape Town is built on differences: “othering”
people was the basis for apartheid planning, and it
is still prevalent today. The idea was to group people
into “types”, whether based on race or class or some
other differentiator, so that people were profiled and
our peers were an easily identifiable, narrow group.

Agree

Disagree

This not only makes for a conflict-ridden society that
fears “the other”, it also makes it difficult to create
positive change, even in how we move around the
city.
There are, however, planning and design decisions
that can contribute to breaking down social barriers
that could also have surprising spin-off transport
benefits, encouraging us to see transport alternatives
where we thought none existed. Designing more
inclusive public spaces can achieve the dual goals
of allowing individuals to relate to a broader crosssection of society while also exploring alternative
transport modes that feel safer when peer groups are
expanded and public space is more active.

Reasons why people don't
cycle to their railway station

Not safe to
leave bike

Too much
traffic

Too expensive

I get dirty

Not enough bike
parking

Afraid to be
robbed
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Making
activity
visible
As part of this, city planners need to latch onto,
and promote, trends such as people cycling in areas
where travel distances are short. It doesn’t take large
numbers to make cycling visible as an aspirational
way to travel a few kilometres to work. International
experience suggests that if the conditions are right,
a shift can happen relatively quickly once a trend is
underway. The trick is to make the trend visible, to
amplify it.
In downtown Vancouver, a bicycle counter has been
added to a bicycle lane, which keeps a tally of the
number of cyclists that pass the spot each day.
This is one way to make the daily riders
“visible” to the public. The counter is
also linked to an adjacent science
centre, providing further
educational opportunities.

One aspect of visibility
is communication among
friends, families and colleagues.
The printed Travel Diaries Open
Streets used in our AtoB Challenge were
difficult to distribute and collect, but
had a particular advantage: they had a physicality
that made them feel different from an online survey,
and they became conversation starters for some of
the participants. These conversations can be useful
ways to raise awareness of travel options among
groups of friends and colleagues, thus influencing the
perceptions of social norms.

Some on-street cycling facilities are aimed at visibility,
and thus can be beneficial even if they provide less
protection than physically separated lanes. For
example, a particular road might need drivers to be
more aware of the presence of cyclists, but not have
the space to provide standard bike lanes without
reconstructing the road. This could be a candidate
for a highly visible, interim measure such as a brightly
painted lane, with signage. It is always important
that facilities are strategically planned and based on
principles of safe design, but the “lighter, quicker,
cheaper” approach can be just as effective in terms
of visibility and communication.
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Looking
at what
already
works

Despite challenges in overcoming the perception that
cycling is either the sport of rich people or the poor person’s
transport mode of last resort, there are South African
situations where this has been done.
There are now people riding by bicycle between Sea Point
and the Cape Town CBD – and dressed for the office. These
commuting cyclists are not put off by the need to weave their
way through clusters of pedestrians. A count of pedestrians
and cyclists in July 2017 showed that 85% of cyclists using
the Somerset Road corridor during peak commuting times
ride on the off-road Fan Walk rather than in vehicular traffic.
Throughout the day, the Fan Walk has become an extension
of the Sea Point Promenade, attracting similar kinds of
activity.
A question for both municipal officials and civic advocates
for cycling should be how to make the most of these organic
changes, and what conditions made them possible. And
when citizen-led initiatives such as Moonlight Mass or Open
Streets emerge to encourage more people to dust off their
old bicycles or buy new ones, how can these be supported
and used to raise awareness and to encourage people to use
their bicycles for a wider range of trips?
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Overcoming
obstacles
When OSCT tried our first pilot project to encourage
train passengers to cycle to their station in Kuils
River, we went through a process of identifying the
obstacles they faced. We knew that cycling could
support public transport and associated policy
agendas, but we didn’t try to persuade passengers
that they should adopt cycling for the good of the
environment or to reduce traffic congestion, or any
other “big picture” reason. We simply found out
how many would prefer to cycle, what the obstacles
were that prevented them from doing so, and then
explored ideas about how to remove those obstacles.
In some cases, it has not been a lack of facilities
that has prevented more creative use of public
space or transport, but outdated regulations. The
different approaches to licencing of metered taxis
and Uber, or the difficulties in operating pedicabs
as an intermediate form of public transport, or the
onerous requirements for holding a public event are
all examples of regulatory obstacles. Therefore, some
of the work in creating change needs to be aimed at
these.
In other cases, it is the compromises that are made in
the design of the streetscape. When a cycle lane does
not achieve its intended function, for example, this is
sometimes a result of design choices that continue to
give priority to private motorised transport, leaving
cyclists as “second-class citizens” who take to streets as
guests rather than as users with
full rights of citizenship.

Pedicabs face regulatory hurdles
– just one of the obstacles to expanding
self-powered transport.

And in other cases it is the budgetary priorities placed
on certain modes of transport, resulting in portions
of a system that fail to attract users because they are
incomplete. No matter how well-designed a cycle
lane is, if it does not connect people with their trip
origins or destinations, then it is of limited use.
Priorities are also influenced by the structure
and source of subsidies. When municipalities are
recipients of national funding for certain types of
projects, they have to base the location or design of
the projects on the requirements established by the
funding agency. This could be good or bad, depending
on whether these requirements lead to a better
outcome.
Some of the obstacles to behaviour change will
be difficult to remove, and might require strategic
decisions. In many cases, municipal officials and
other stakeholders are sympathetic to these matters,
but are not empowered to act in ways that help. As
citizens and activists, we need to better understand
how such people can be supported; for example,
through collation of data, sharing of best practice, or
constructive input to project design processes.
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Empowering
people
The OSCT B4 Campaign in Bellville showed how much
people feel disempowered to do something as simple
as using a bench to improve their environment. OSCT
placed benches on the street (Kruskal Avenue), and
street vendors could have moved them around and
even added to them in ways that would benefit
themselves directly, or indirectly by improving the
amenity value of public space and thus attracting
customers. But they are used to things like street
furniture being provided for them, and did not get
involved in repositioning the benches. A key lesson
there was that empowerment is a process that takes
time and proactive engagement between designers
and users of streets.
For improving walking and cycling conditions, a
big challenge has been the communication divide
between professional planners and the people they
are planning for. There are conventions for how
transport planning information is gathered and
analysed, and these can be difficult for the layperson
to understand, resulting in limited contributions to
the design process by those most affected. Captive
cyclists’ interests have only rarely been articulated
directly in the transport planning discussions. This
group, which by definition comprises some of the
most economically marginalised people in the city,
lacks the means to lobby for changes.

There are, however, assessment tools emerging in
various cities that are aimed at enhancing users’
contributions to the process of understanding what is
needed in any particular location. These could play an
important role in improving the planning process and
in identifying projects that should be given higher
priority. They could, therefore, be used by civil society
advocates for cycling.
In Cape Town, there is also a general lack of systematic
monitoring and evaluation of facilities provided for
pedestrians and cyclists – another area in which
activists could get involved, much as civic organisations
monitor the municipality’s performance in other
areas of governance, and produce independent
analysis and recommendations.
All this suggests that it will be no simple matter to
create better streets and a significant shift of travel in
favour of walking, cycling and using public transport.
We can take heart in the fact that other cities that
are now considered urban design meccas have not
always been so. What they had was the fortitude to
push through changes that took time but eventually
established the conditions needed to make better
places, with walking, cycling and public transport
more attractive options.
It will take a sustained effort on many fronts, but
it is possible.
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An electronic version of this document is available at:
https://openstreets.org.za/resources
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