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Accessibility: Can less be better?

A R T I C L E  I N F O
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A B S T R A C T

In recent decades, spatial accessibility provision has gradually become a core objective of urban and transport 
policies due to its many benefits for individuals and societies. While the minimum levels of accessibility have 
received significant attention in research recently, the upper end of the spectrum has rarely been addressed. 
Almost always, higher levels of accessibility are implicitly assumed to be better. In this perspective, we ask 
whether this view is justified. Or can more accessibility in some cases and contexts, be negative, or even 
excessive, especially given the deep unsustainability of our current transport systems? Can less be better? We 
begin by distinguishing between the main approaches to providing accessibility – by speed and by proximity – 
and examining evidence on when higher levels of accessibility may become negative. We then consider some 
reasons for these avenues not having been pursued this far. We conclude our perspective by suggesting that to 
support sustainability, transport research and planning should place greater emphasis on balancing societal 
benefits and trade-offs of accessibility, rather than only increasing individual choice. To this end, we have 
suggested some directions for further research.

The need for accessibility

Spatial accessibility stands as a central conceptual idea and empirical 
tool for driving sustainable development in transport. Defined as the 
potential of opportunities for interaction (Hansen, 1959). accessibility 
reflects the integration between land use and transport. Accessibility 
measures are quantitative indicators of how easily various opportunities 
are available, given their spatial distribution, characteristics of transport 
system, temporal constrains, and individual characteristics (Geurs and 
van Wee, 2004). Conceptually, accessibility differs from mobility by 
describing the potential to reach opportunities rather than their real
isation. Accessibility-oriented planning, referring to the planning 
approach focused on improving people’s ability to reach activities, 
rather than simply increasing their movement, has resonated with many 
social and economic goals and promised environmental co-benefits 
through shorter travel distances and modal shift, thus becoming a key 
part of the sustainable mobility paradigm (Banister, 2008). Among 
transport researchers, accessibility, rather than mobility, is now grad
ually seen as the core of what transport systems should facilitate, while 
its adoption in transport planning and policy has continued to grow 
slowly but steadily (Handy, 2020).

The shift toward accessibility-oriented planning has been grounded 
in large volumes of empirical evidence on its benefits. For individuals, 
higher accessibility to destinations has been consistently associated with 
higher employment and social inclusion, higher quality of life, better 
nutrition, and greater freedom of choice (Cass et al., 2005; Farrington 
and Farrington, 2005; Grengs, 2015; Lucas, 2012; Oviedo and Sabogal, 
2020). For societies, higher levels of accessibility have been shown to 
promote social equity, economic productivity, innovation, higher land 

value, and improved population health in addition to the aggregate ef
fects of benefits on individuals (Brown et al., 2019; Cervero, 2001; 
Mazumdar et al., 2018; Melo et al., 2017). Mounting evidence has also 
revealed critical shortages in accessibility provision. In many parts of the 
world, cities and regions fail to provide access to essential amenities for 
significant parts of their populations while suffering from profoundly 
unequal accessibility distribution (e.g., Boisjoly et al., 2020; Wu et al., 
2021).

Taking the current research together, there is little doubt that higher 
levels of accessibility very often lead to substantial social, economic, and 
environmental benefits, and that improvements are also very often 
needed. Yet, when it comes to accessibility, there has been plenty of 
attention to its scarcity, but very little debate over whether more 
accessibility is always better. Given the overwhelming evidence of its 
benefits, accessibility has come to be approached almost exclusively 
through a framing in which more equals better. Note that while most 
accessibility studies do not make explicit that ‘more accessibility is al
ways better', they implicitly seem to assume this because they do not 
discuss any disadvantages of high(er) accessibility levels. However, this 
might not always be fully justified. Especially if higher levels of acces
sibility result in increases in motorized travel (which is often the case 
when accessibility improves by providing more or ‘faster’ infrastructure 
for cars, aircraft or trains).

The current orientation stands in growing contrast with broader 
societal and academic debates concerning the tenability of unlimited 
growth and consumption in a finite planet (Meadows et al., 1972; 
Raworth, 2017; Ripple et al., 2024; Robeyns, 2024; Steffen et al., 2015). 
Increasingly, similar themes have surfaced elsewhere in transport 
research in debates on excess commuting (Ma and Banister, 2006), 
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political economy of car dependence (Mattioli et al., 2020), sustainable 
consumption corridors (Dillman et al., 2021), and alternative mobility 
narratives (Brömmelstroet et al., 2022). Yet, critical perspectives on the 
continued expansion, and potential excess, of accessibility have 
remained largely absent thus far.

In this perspective, we address this rarely addressed area by discus
sing why higher levels of accessibility can sometimes be negative. We do 
not seek to present a thorough review but aim at bringing together 
scattered evidence on potential disadvantages and trade-offs between 
accessibility and other societally relevant effects. We do so by using a 
systemic lens and suggest some directions for expanding research in this 
area. With this, we hope to advance the linking of accessibility research 
with current discourses on excess resources and planetary limits, and 
spark further discussion on how to align transport systems with strong 
sustainability.

What kind of provisioning?

In thinking about the potential negative sides of higher accessibility, 
we need to first distinguish between the different approaches to 
providing it: through speed versus through proximity. Over the last 
century, higher speeds have enabled great strides in access to employ
ment, services, and leisure facilities. This way of provisioning has been a 
characterisation of the accessibility by speed approach, in which the im
provements to available opportunities are primarily provided through 
the transport system by speeding up traffic and facilitating ease of 
moving. By prioritising rapid movement, the approach has largely 
meant focus on private cars through road and highway construction at 
the urban and regional scales, (high-speed) rail at the urban, regional, 

national and international scales, and on air travel through the expan
sion of flight connections and airport infrastructure at the continental 
and global scales.

In contrast, accessibility by proximity (see Silva et al., 2025 for related 
terminology) has provided an alternative provisioning approach with a 
greater focus on the land use system. With concepts such as transit- 
oriented development, the compact city, and the 15-minute city gain
ing prominence, in recent decades transport research and planning have 
strongly shifted toward the proximity-based model to the extent that the 
term “accessibility” has nearly become synonymous with urbanism 
(Levine, 2020). Compared to the speed-based approach, the proximity- 
based approach has primarily focused on cities, aiming to reduce reli
ance on cars as the source of urban mobility. Key strategies for this have 
included higher densities and mixed land use to enhance local access via 
land use planning, and transport planning focusing on active modes and 
public transport to expand travel mode options (Handy, 2020).

Despite the growing prominence of the proximity-based approach, 
both provisioning models remain common in transport planning and 
policy, to cater for the growing levels of mobility. In most developed 
economies, road construction and congestion relief continue to domi
nate transport infrastructure spending (OECD/ITF, 2023). Globally, the 
trend is even clearer. Passenger kilometres are expected to more than 
double by 2050 compared to 2015 levels, including major increases in 
urban and regional travel in all world regions, and especially in Asia 
(OECD/ITF, 2021). Given the continuing growth of both models, we 
now turn into considering potential disadvantages and trade-offs in 
providing more accessibility with them.

Fig. 1. Potential disadvantages of higher accessibility can be divided into three categories based on whether they are related to undesired land use changes, un
desired travel behavior changes, or undesired accessibility effects.
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When more accessibility may become negative

We can categorize potential disadvantages to accessibility into three 
groups: 1) disadvantages related to undesired land use changes; 2) dis
advantages related to undesired travel behaviour changes; and 3) dis
advantages related to undesired accessibility effects (Fig. 1). We can also 
distinguish whether the disadvantages concern the speed-based model, 
the proximity-based model, or both, as we will do next.

Potential disadvantages of accessibility by speed

The most obvious disadvantages with the speed-based provision of 
accessibility relate to its environmental costs. As with any human sys
tem, transport systems are constrained by the environment (Bertolini, 
2017; Willberg et al., 2024b). Rapid and unsustainable growth of 
transport-related emissions and environmental harm has followed fossil- 
fuel dependent leaps for higher access. This has created potential dis
advantages related to both land use and travel behaviour changes. High 
car dependence in urban and regional accessibility and the strong 
growth of national and international air travel are the dominant sources 
of carbon emissions in the transport sector (Banister et al., 2011; IPCC, 
2022). When accounting for the whole lifecycle, the picture is even 
bleaker. The building of new transport infrastructure, including roads, 
railways, high-speed rail, airports, and fuelling stations which enable 
speed-based accessibility, is highly carbon-intensive, generates pollu
tion of the air, land, and water, increases noise levels, and requires 
heavy natural resource extraction and use (Dillman et al., 2021; Miner 
et al., 2024). The speed-based model also involves other major envi
ronmental costs, especially through land use conversion and consump
tion of space. In natural areas, regional accessibility – particularly 
through roads – is one of the strongest predictors of forest loss and 
environmental degradation (Kaczan, 2020; Laurance et al., 2014). In 
cities and surrounding areas, urban expansion and sprawl enabled by 
higher travel speeds, pose a major threat to local ecosystems, species, 
and biodiversity, due to habitat loss, deforestation and increased human 
pressure (Nielsen et al., 2014; Seto et al., 2012).

Another well-documented disadvantage of the speed-based model 
are its negative effects on human health representing impacts related to 
travel behaviour changes. With higher accessibility, especially when 
provided by private car, the risk of sedentary lifestyles and reduced 
physical activity increases, as many short trips by active modes are 
replaced by car or public transport trips (Scheepers et al., 2016; 
Vafeiadis and Elldér, 2024). Sedentary lifestyles in turn can lead to 
various health risks including higher all-cause mortality through a range 
of pathways (Kim et al., 2013; Warren et al., 2010). Providing accessi
bility through speed and by private car, is also associated with other 
negative health effects through increased crash risk (Merlin et al., 2020; 
Xiao et al., 2024) and higher air pollution levels (da Schio et al., 2019).

Economically, providing and maintaining speed-based accessibility 
represents a significant expenditure for local and national governments 
with diminishing returns. After a decent level of access to jobs and 
amenities is reached, the ability of new transport infrastructure and 
improved accessibility to provide economic value, well-being, and 
satisfaction of needs gradually diminishes (Martens and Di Ciommo, 
2017; Virág et al., 2022). However, potential disadvantages related to 
land use and travel behaviour changes may grow. Road and highway 
expansion to relieve congestion has long illustrated the dilemma. The 
projected gains of faster travel flows have often failed to materialise, and 
simply led to induced travel demand and further congestion, repro
ducing the original problem (Hymel, 2019). In addition, transport 
infrastructure such as roads, rails, parking places, and related buffer 
zones require large amounts of land, which limits land available for 
other uses, such as agriculture or nature, and contributes to higher 
housing costs (Lehe, 2018; Shoup, 2021).

Finally, while accessibility can promote social cohesion both locally 
and regionally (Mazumdar et al., 2018; Monzon et al., 2019), the one 

may come at other’s expense. Land use related changes resulting from 
investments in regional and national transport connections, such as 
highways or high-speed rail, may lead to reduced local opportunities 
and increased social disparities in by-passed places and regions that do 
not benefit from the improvements and cannot compete with them 
(Baum-Snow et al., 2020; Huang and Zong, 2021). In these and other 
instances, higher levels of accessibility by speed can clash with policy 
goals related to social equity and integration.

Potential disadvantages of accessibility by proximity

Much less academic focus has been directed into thinking about the 
potential downsides of having a higher level of accessibility by prox
imity. This is not surprising, given the ample evidence on the various 
benefits of the proximity-based model (Brand et al., 2021; Saunders 
et al., 2013). However, even with the proximity-based provisioning 
model, there are some potential trade-offs.

As for environmental impacts, it is widely accepted that the 
proximity-based accessibility model and compact city designs typically 
lead to lower vehicle kilometres and transport emissions in urban areas 
(Czepkiewicz et al., 2024; Ewing and Cervero, 2010; Manaugh and El- 
Geneidy, 2012). However, research also suggests that the time and 
effort saved from necessary travel due to urban proximity often trigger 
rebound effects, leading to travel behaviour changes, such as increased 
travel at local, regional, and international scales, as well as higher 
overall consumption of goods and services (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018; 
Eliasson, 2022; Zhang et al., 2025). This means that the environmental 
benefits of reducing transport emissions can easily be offset by higher 
emissions from increased travel, and higher emissions due to changes in 
consumption, but the effects on total emissions remain uncertain 
(Heinonen et al., 2013; Ottelin et al., 2019). Diminishing returns in 
environmental benefits might also be applicable to proximity-based 
accessibility, as even in cities with high levels, only a minority of the 
population relies on sustainable modes, potentially suggesting that 
accessibility investments have limited effectiveness in promoting sus
tainable modal shift when distances are already relatively short 
(Maciejewska et al., 2025).

As for social effects, proximity-based models typically increase 
neighborhood attractiveness driving up land value and housing prices 
(Deboosere et al., 2018; He, 2020; Higgins et al., 2024). While these 
effects can be regarded as positive for urban economies, through them 
the proximity-based model may inadvertently contribute to land use 
related disadvantages, such as displacement of lower-income pop
ulations (Casarin et al., 2023; Tammaru et al., 2023). Empirical studies 
have in some cases confirmed this notion, but relevant evidence remains 
mixed and uncertain (Padeiro et al., 2019). Another understudied, but 
potential trade-off with local accessibility is its contribution to socio- 
spatial segregation. It may reduce cross-neighbourhood mobility and 
limit interactions between social groups living in different neighbour
hoods, especially among low-income residents, as was found from 420 
urban areas in the U.S. (Abbiasov et al., 2024).

Finally, in the warming climate, dense built environment required to 
provide high proximity-based accessibility creates a land use trade-off 
with the provision of sufficient urban green spaces that provide essen
tial ecosystem services, such as shelter from urban heat islands 
(McDonald et al., 2023). A recent study of 43 European cities found a 
consistent negative relationship between higher walking accessibility 
and lower route vegetation (Willberg et al., 2024a). Green spaces also 
illustrate complex trade-offs related to sustainability. While the 
proximity-based model can preserve more green space in total than 
dispersed development with benefits to biodiversity, it can simulta
neously reduce local green space for urban residents with possible 
negative effects on their health and wellbeing, and quality of living 
(Talen and Wileden, 2025).
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Potential disadvantages of both provision models

In most cases, it seems reasonable to assume that if only direct 
accessibility effects are considered, increases typically appear positive 
because they expand freedom of choice. However, there can be cases in 
which accessibility effects themselves are negative, which concern both 
provision models. For example, expensive investments to provide 
greater accessibility (e.g., through high-speed rail or air travel), could 
lead to negative effects alongside positive effects. From an egalitarian 
perspective, which emphasizes the equal distribution of resources, such 
investments may be problematic if they increase accessibility disparities 
in society. Higher accessibility levels could also be subject to position
ality, meaning that their value partly depends on the levels others have, 
because they are linked to social status (see van Wee, 2021). Following 
this reasoning, accessibility improvements can create situations where 
improving accessibility for some people comes at a lower positional 
value of existing accessibility level for others.

Another potential disadvantage is the so-called choice overload, in 
which the abundance of opportunities can overwhelm an individual’s 
decision-making, causing anxiety and stress (Chernev et al., 2015; 
Scheibehenne et al., 2010). Finally, people may also travel (only or 
partially) to escape from family, work, or neighbourhood. For many, 
having a relaxed holiday or even an opportunity to have concentrated 
working time now requires getting out of access and connectedness (see 
van Wee and Mokhtarian, 2023). These effects could mean that a lower 
level of accessibility is valued.

What hinders us from measuring excess?

As we have shown, there are arguments suggesting that we should 
focus more on disadvantages and trade-offs to accessibility. However, 
remarkably little examination of these topics has been done so far, so let 
us now examine why this may be.

One clear reason relates to the concept of accessibility, which de
scribes the potential to reach opportunities rather than their realisation 
as mobility. From this viewpoint, the source of negative impacts is not 
higher levels of accessibility but higher levels of mobility resulting from 
higher levels of accessibility. But what is often not considered, is that 
many potential disadvantages of accessibility stem not from undesired 
changes in travel behaviour but from undesired changes in land use. As 
we have seen, many disadvantages relate to resource use required to 
build infrastructure for higher levels of accessibility, land consumption 
that converts and restricts existing or potential uses, and indirect social 
impacts arising from land-use changes.

However, it is often unclear whether accessibility acts as a causal 
factor behind disadvantages, a mediator, or is merely correlated with 
them. Many of the potential disadvantages arise from complex in
teractions between land use and transport systems. For example, while 
speed-based accessibility may be associated with negative health effects, 
this relationship likely reflects underlying land use dynamics, including 
urban dispersion and regional growth, rather than accessibility in
vestments alone. For other disadvantages, the causal relationship is 
more firmly established, such as the impact of regional accessibility on 
forest loss in pristine areas (Kaczan, 2020; Laurance et al., 2014). 
Despite this, causal study designs and longitudinal data remain 
underutilized in quantitative transport research (see Brathwaite and 
Walker, 2018; Næss, 2025).

Another reason for the research gap could relate to the difficulty of 
defining excess in accessibility, which is dependent on the applied 
normative criteria, spatial scale (regional or supra-regional vs local), the 
type of opportunity (employment, service, etc.), the travel mode, the 
population group, and the characteristics of an area or place. Some 
scholars have voiced concerns that normative accessibility thresholds 
easily became perceived negatively, because they can appear paternal
istic or restrictive to meeting individual needs (Silva and Larsson, 2018; 
Vanoutrive and Cooper, 2019). Consequently, many accessibility studies 

operationalise their analyses using assumed travel time thresholds (e.g., 
15 or 30 min) and amenity categories that residents are likely to require, 
without explicitly clarifying whether these limits represent minimums, 
maximums, or both. Given the little attention on excessive accessibility, 
the theoretical basis of thresholds is limited, and there is a lack of shared 
practices, standards, and guidance to support empirical 
implementations.

Thirdly, accessibility planning often lags behind academic practice. 
Although the adoption of accessibility measures in urban and regional 
planning has increased, it continues to face barriers related to their 
operationalisation, institutionalisation, and limited data and expertise 
(Boisjoly and El-Geneidy, 2017; Handy, 2020; Silva et al., 2017). In this 
context, where even the use of simpler accessibility measures is not fully 
established in planning practice, introducing upper limits could further 
complicate the measures and reduce their applicability. It is also 
important to note that some disadvantages may be evaluated, at least 
partly, through separate processes such as Environmental Impact As
sessments (EIA), in which potential negative impacts are assessed 
independently of accessibility indicators.

Finally, accessibility planning and research do not occur in a vac
uum; they are embedded in existing societal structures and systems, 
reflecting current values and norms. The mainstream framing of 
mobility and transport continues to revolve around urban growth, 
speed, and efficiency (Brömmelstroet et al., 2022; Gössling and Cohen, 
2014). In this respect, it is important to recognise that the neoliberal 
ethos has remained among important drivers of speed-based and 
proximity-based accessibility planning and policy with two fundamental 
assumptions. First, profit and capital accumulation are generated 
through, and dependent on, travel time savings, whether realised by 
growing nearby opportunities, or by providing faster access to more 
distant opportunities. Second, more choice is better as it can lead to 
higher consumer demand and, ultimately, economic growth. Essentially, 
any ideas of excessive or less accessibility are easily at odds with these 
assumptions in transport planning and policy, where mobility increases 
due to improved accessibility are consistently evaluated positively.

Finding the balance

In this short perspective, we have asked if less accessibility can 
sometimes be better. Our intention was not to deny the many benefits 
that accessibility provides to individuals and societies, nor to question 
the value of common approaches to accessibility, such as sufficiency and 
capabilities approaches, that focus on advancing its equitable distribu
tion and identifying existing gaps in current levels (see Martens et al., 
2022; Vecchio and Martens, 2021). Nor did we wanted to prescribe, 
which accessibility measures (e.g., cumulative opportunities, utility- 
based, etc.) should be used to define upper limits, as various types of 
measures are likely to be useful in this endeavour. Rather, our aim has 
been to emphasise the need for more careful consideration of what type 
and level of accessibility is needed in various contexts and scales to 
enable sustainable outcomes. We close this perspective with a few di
rections that we believe would be fruitful to advance.

Clearly, most of the disadvantages and trade-offs of higher accessi
bility concern the speed-based model primarily. The proximity-based 
model can alleviate many of the disadvantages, including reducing 
carbon emissions, biodiversity loss, and negative health effects from 
transport. Even so, trade-offs seem common to both models, especially 
due to impacts arising not only from changes in travel behaviour, but 
also changes in land use, which remain less recognised in current 
research. There is surprisingly little evidence currently available on the 
diminishing social, environmental and economic returns to accessibility 
improvements, which are a recurrent feature of these trade-offs. Simi
larly, establishing a firmer causality between accessibility and its im
pacts requires further investigation, as many potential disadvantages are 
also linked to broader societal dynamics, including economic growth, 
urban expansion, and other land-use changes.

E. Willberg et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Transportation Research Interdisciplinary Perspectives xxx (xxxx) xxx 

4 



There are obviously costs and benefits, and difficult trade-offs 
involved with any planning policies. However, what requires better 
understanding and evidence is when the negative impacts of accessi
bility begin to outweigh its positive effects. Greater attention should be 
given to balancing accessibility provisioning rather than simply focusing 
on increasing individual choice. To this end, recent studies have applied 
socially and ecologically integrative theories to accessibility by pro
posing conceptual frameworks between the sufficient and excessive 
levels (Burgsteden, 2026; Czepkiewicz et al., 2026; Willberg et al., 
2024b), and tested methodologies for setting limits to accessibility 
provisioning based on environmental budgets and social equity princi
ples (Kinigadner et al., 2021; Krajzewicz et al., 2024). These studies 
show that accounting for disadvantages in accessibility can substantially 
shift the perceived competitiveness of travel modes. They also illustrate 
wide gaps between current and sustainable levels and raise important 
social considerations regarding who would benefit or lose from acces
sibility limits.

Much more theoretical and empirical work is still required on what it 
would mean for social prosperity, justice, and economic stability, to 
limit accessibility and related mobility impacts to truly sustainable 
levels that are compatible with planetary budgets. Here, it is necessary 
to emphasize that understanding when less might be better in case of 
accessibility should be more than a technical exercise. Without systemic 
and interdisciplinary perspectives that extend beyond transport to 
consider broader societal impacts, we are prone to think too simplisti
cally about accessibility. Contributions are required from geography (e. 
g., spatial, demographic, and modal disparities in access), sustainability 
science (e.g., planetary boundaries), public policy (e.g., policy evalua
tion), engineering and planning (e.g., the use of accessibility indicators 
in transportation investments), economics (e.g., utility theory) and 
ethics (e.g., theories of justice), among other disciplines. Specifically, 
distributive justice theories like limitarianism (Robeyns, 2024; Timmer, 
2024) and planetary justice (Biermann et al., 2020), which consider ab
solute environmental limits alongside fairness and equity, can prove 
useful in guiding the efforts for conceptual and empirical advances.

Further research is also needed on the positive value of lower rather 
than higher levels of accessibility to identify at which point accessibility 
no longer enhances well-being. Distinguishing more carefully between 
human needs and wants is central to this line of research, but also more 
broadly for accessibility studies. Once a higher level of accessibility is 
established, over time it can be transformed from a luxury to necessity, 
as demonstrated by the social institutionalisation of long-distance 
accessibility by air travel (Mattioli, 2016; Schmidt et al., 2025). 
Finally, future research should explore whether the value of accessibility 
is positional, and depends on the levels others have, especially given the 
ubiquitous presence of comparison in social media today (van Wee, 
2021). By this logic, improvements in accessibility can lead to per
verse outcomes, such as fostering status competition, and thereby 
resulting in more emission-intensive travel and consumption.

To conclude, we invite transport and urban researchers to remain 
open to the idea that in some situations and contexts, there can be too 
much accessibility. In our view, exploring and addressing these options 
could add significant value to the already rich body of accessibility 
research and has the potential to support more sustainable societies at 
large.
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