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1

Introduction
“No amount of money can make agents autonomous, if every hour of
their day is under external control; if others decide how we spend all
of our time, we simply cannot live our lives as we see fit, regardless of
our other resources. Therefore, if the way we live our lives is to reflect
our own decisions, control over how we spend our time is of crucial
importance.”
(Eriksson et al. 2007)

Time is, in many ways, at the center of life. Almost everything we can wish to pursue requires time: “[t]ime is a scarce resource that individuals and households
must allocate to produce goods, obtain services, and pursue rest and relaxation”
(Williams et al. 2016). Much of what we wish to pursue as part of city life also requires movement of sorts, often some sort of travel. Both time, travel, and travel
time (and time travel, though it lies far beyond the scope of this paper) have been
extensively studied by various scholars in philosophy, urban studies and transport economics (among other fields). The aim of this paper is to contribute with a
philosophical perspective on mobility by bridging the literature regarding time in
political philosophy, the literature on time poverty, and the literature on transport
and urban justice. In doing so, I wish to explore the possibilities and challenges
of amending time to the currently established metric of transport justice, namely
accessibility (Martens 2006). I believe that insights from the literature on temporal justice could service as a complement to the generally accepted view and raise
important questions: what does it mean for urban justice if time is recognised as
a valuable resource in itself to which people have distinct claims? Although the
value of time is key in transport economics, I will show that the current framework
and established practices do not consider the temporal circumstances of travellers in a way that one might believe at first glance. While ‘time savings’ are at
the heart of transport economics, no time is actually being saved. The underlying
assumption is that willingness to pay for shorter travel time reflects and encompasses the potential scarcity of time. This assumption, I claim, is not justified. As
argued by Julie L. Rose, there is no perfect substitution between time and money
(Rose 2016). Hence, I argue in this paper that time needs to be considered in its
own right for urban justice to reflect the circumstances of urban living.
The value of considering time will be illustrated by a case of gender inequalities in time use, in particular in travel time. I argue that such inequalities are not
being captured by the established account of accessibility as the metric of transport justice. I have chosen to frame the argument in terms of gender inequalities
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since there is a substantial body of literature that considers gender aspects concerning travel with recent contributions on the gender gap in cycling, time constraints impacting women’s car use and even how travel patterns were affected by
the covid-19 pandemic (Shaw et al. 2020; Shirgaokar and Lanyi-Bennett 2019; Bin
et al. 2021). Yet, this perspective is notably absent in most mainstream literature
on transport justice.
The focus of this paper is to explore time as the “currency” of transport justice.
Hence, it adds to the literature on “justice of what” rather than building on any
particular normative theory. Only a few philosophers have developed distributive
justice accounts that involve time directly. Specifically, arguments for considering
time have been put forward by Goodin and coauthors and by Julie L Rose. Goodin
et al. develop an account of justice of discretionary control over one’s time, socalled “discretionary time” which time you have autonomous control over (Goodin
et al. 2008). Rose, in turn, argues that in order “to pursue any end other than
meeting the necessities of life, one must have some amount of free time” (Rose
2021). These perspectives should be relevant to the discourse on urban justice and
contribute to the theoretical diversification of the subject, which is a recent trend
(Verlinghieri and Schwanen 2020). By bridging the related but rarely connected
literature, I also strive to show that there are aspects of valuing travel time that
are relevant to the philosophical understanding of temporal justice and urban
policies.
The outline of this paper is as follows. In section 2, I set the stage by introducing the argument against the substitutability between time and money and
the notion of accessibility as the metric of transport justice. I then, in section
3, present a case for why temporal aspects should be considered in urban justice, namely, the case on gender inequalities in travel time and travel behaviour.
I provide an overview of time in transport economics, time poverty and temporal
justice in section 4 and motivate why it is relevant to consider time in addition to
accessibility in a framework for urban justice in section 5. Section 6 considers the
advantages and the disadvantages of such an account. Section 7 concludes.

2

Setting the Stage

In her book Free Time, Julie L. Rose provides a summary of what political philosophers have said on the topic of time (Rose 2016). She argues that the so-called
time-money substitutability claim is the reason why distributive theorists have
not paid much attention to temporal resources (Rose 2016). If there is substitutability between time and money, it would be sufficient for a theory of justice
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only to consider the distribution of income and wealth. However, Rose argues
that the time-money substitutability claim is false because it rests on two false
assumptions. The first is the perfect divisibility of labor demand, namely that “all
individuals can freely choose to reduce their hours of paid work to the level they
prefer” (Rose 2016). This, she claims, is empirically false. The second assumption
is the perfect substitutability of money and basic needs satisfaction, i.e., all household and bodily basic needs can be met by purchasing goods or services. This is
false since not all activities can be bought with money. Despite being true that for
some necessary activities, one can substitute income for time, “it does not follow
that a theory of justice is entitled to assume that citizens should make such a substitution” (Rose 2016). Rose further argues that under some social circumstances,
hiring somebody to help meet one’s household or bodily needs presents a threat
to civic equality.
Indeed there seems to be something special with time as a resource, good or
commodity. Time allocation is a zero-sum game of sorts; time saved on one activity
has to be allocated toward other activities immediately and cannot be saved due
to constraints and characteristics of time (Nordström et al. 2019). Any changes in
activity times must add up to zero. On the one hand, we all have equal amounts
of time (seen from a day-to-day rather than a lifetime perspective). On the other
hand, our circumstances and commitments concerning time differ. Broadly, timeuse can be divided into five categories: (1) work time, (2) unpaid work, (3) childcare,
(4) leisure and (5) personal care (Williams et al. 2016). And then there is ‘travel
time’. Given the spatial structure of our cities, the mismatch of residential location,
work and place of leisure often require us to move from one place to another. This
movement, the necessary travel, takes time.
In transportation research, the need to travel is commonly seen as derived, i.e.,
travel is needed to participate in desired activities, such as work or leisure.1 In this
context, the interest in transportation justice has been rapidly growing (Martens
2006; Gössling 2016; Pereira et al. 2017). If the purpose of a transportation network is to provide access to desired activities, it is understandable that transport
justice is commonly viewed as just access to such activities. Here, accessibility
refers to the mere potential of access; “[h]aving accessibility to a wide number
1
There have been arguments for more nuanced treatment of time in transport economics (Metz 2008),
but transport is still primarily seen as a purely derived need in mainstream transport research. The
fields of transport geography and urban studies, as well as work related to mobility planning, provide
a substantially more complex framing of travel as mobility and the role of mobility for cities (Jensen
2009; Sheller and Urry 2006). However, the work in these fields rarely overlaps with the mainstream
literature on transport justice which is taken as the basis for the argument in this paper. Therefore, it
is outside the scope of this paper.
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of jobs, shops, medical services or educational facilities is a value in itself, even
if no actual use is made of these destinations, as it increases choice and thus
future options” (Martens 2006). Geurs and van Wee put forward a more formal
definition of accessibility as “the extent to which land-use and transport systems
enable (groups of) individuals to reach activities or destinations by means of a
(combination of) transport mode(s)” (Geurs and Van Wee 2004). They also identify
four components of accessibility: land-use, transportation, temporal and individual. For the purposes of this paper, the temporal component is the most relevant.
It is intended to reflect temporal constraints, such as the available time that individuals have to participate in activities (e.g., work, leisure and so on) and the
availability of these activities at different times of the day. For example, a store is
only accessible when it is open, so shopping has to be done during opening hours.
The components identified by Geurs and van Wee are, in turn, relevant when
considering various measures of accessibility (Geurs and Van Wee 2004). The authors point out that while an accessibility measure ideally should include all components, this is rarely the case in practice. Measures of accessibility can broadly be
divided into four categories: infrastructure based, location-based, person-based
and utility-based (Geurs and Van Wee 2004). Infrastructure-based measures do
not account for temporal components at all, they focus on the performance of the
transport network, such as “average speed on the roads.” Location-based measures do include temporal components in a general sense by measures such as
“number of jobs within 30 minutes of travel from origin.” Such measures hence
reflect that the focus should be on access to activities within reasonable travel
time (Banister 2008). However, the individual temporal constraints are not considered. Geurs and van Wee note that infrastructure-based measures are typically
used in transport planning, while location-based measures are used in urban planning. The person-based measures, in turn, can be found in the field of space-time
geography (Hägerstrand 1970) with accessibility considered at an individual level:
“the activities in which an individual can participate at a given time” (Geurs and
Van Wee 2004). Such measures arguably provide the best basis for taking individuals’ temporal constraints into account, which is also reflected in some of the
work that has considered gendered perspectives thus far (Kwan 1999; Schwanen
et al. 2008; Scholten et al. 2012). As will become evident, the gender differences
in travel patterns, behaviour and choices are well-studied and well-known. Still,
little attention has been given to these differences in the context of transport justice. I will now use the case of gender inequalities in relation to urban transport.
The case will illustrate that a justice account that does not consider time runs the
risk of not providing the necessary basis for an analysis that would capture such
inequalities.
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3

Gender Inequalities in Relation to Transport and Time

Time, as hopefully has been established by now, is a scarce resource. How this
resource is allocated differs between times, cultures and individuals. Time-use
studies make it possible for scholars to observe differences in time use. In transportation, the differences in travel time use depend on travel behaviour, i.e., the
choices about travel one makes. These choices subsequently influence the time
that has to be allocated towards travel and the quality of this time. Differences
in travel behaviour can lead to so-called temporal inequalities. For the purposes
of this paper, I will discuss one type of such inequalities, namely gender inequalities. Such temporal inequalities are prominent in the realm of transport due to
the gender differences in travel behaviour: “[w]omen in the developed world have
different transport and travel patterns from men. Women are often involved in
poorly resourced, highly complex, multiple purpose trips (trip chaining); men tend
to make single-purpose trips at higher cost and using superior modes of transport”(Turner and Grieco 2000).2 Women, as it often stands, face the challenge
of coordination. They need to manage the work, household responsibilities and
childcare, including taking the children to childcare (if outside of the home). As a
result, women are time poor due to the disproportionate level of household tasks
they are required to perform within present social structures (Turner and Grieco
2000). Turner and Grieco argue that public transport services are not designed
to fit the needs of mothers with small children. Additionally, poor quality of public transport can contribute to time poverty. Their view is that the coordination
challenges women face have been understudied, neglected and rarely regarded
as a fit topic of interest for transport planners. Even though it has been argued
that there is an increasing convergence in travel patterns on an aggregated level
(Rosenbloom 2004),3 the differences in travel behaviour is a trend that seems to
continue. A recent Swedish study that included data over a period of 30 years concluded that women in younger generations are more active in out-of-home nonwork activities, and their trip chaining is more complex compared to men (Susilo
et al. 2019). Additionally, attitudes among men and women about time aspects of
transport differ: women have a more positive attitude towards public transport
and are willing to accept longer travel times by public transport compared to car
travel (Hjorthol 2001).
As noted above, women’s time-space commitments are often more complex
2
See Loukaitou-Sideris (2020) for an overview of cultural, economic, physical and psychological barriers affecting women’s travel as well as gender differences in travel patterns.
3
Though Rosenbloom concludes that travel behaviour is still far from equal and trends towards convergence may be slowing (Rosenbloom 2004).
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because women are generally more involved in managing domestic responsibilities than men. Such responsibilities and the travel associated with care work –
i.e., “[u]npaid labour performed by adults for children or other dependents, including labour related to the upkeep of a household” – is neither commute nor
strictly leisure and is understudied, at least from a value of time perspective (De
Madariaga 2013). The standard is to value work time, commute time and leisure
time differently, with time spent travelling for leisure valued the lowest. The travel
time necessary to perform care work and the “weight” of mobility of care is systematically under-represented in urban transport (De Madariaga 2013). Sánchez
de Madariaga argues that this unveils unconscious gender bias built into concepts, methods and theories since it undervalues care mobility and overvalues
trips to the workplace. Additionally, short trips are not counted because they are
not considered relevant for infrastructure policy-making, but women in their daily
routines more frequently make such trips. In a recent paper, Loukaitou-Sideris argues that transportation policies still neglect and disregard women’s needs even
though there are initiatives to include gender perspectives into every stage of the
policy process (Loukaitou-Sideris 2020).
Besides the neglect of gender inequalities in urban transport policies, gender
inequalities are also largely neglected in the mainstream literature on transport
justice.4 Though there is recent work on, for instance, the gendered harassment
and violence on city transit (Lubitow et al. 2020) and the need to recognise and
examine particular mobility needs has been called for (Verlinghieri and Schwanen
2020), there is still a gap between the empirical work on temporal inequalities and
differences in travel behaviour and the work on transport justice. This can partly
be explained by the difficulty of capturing gender differences in a transport justice
framework based on accessibility. If accessibility is the opportunity to reach destinations of interest, these opportunities are (at least hypothetically) the same for
individuals that share place of residence and have the same access to means of
transportation. Imagine a household where all adult family members have equal
access to a car and shared financial resources, meaning it is equally costly for
them to travel. On most accessibility accounts, their level of accessibility is equal.
Given that we are not studying actual behaviour nor taking temporal constraints
into account, no difference in accessibility can be observed. Even understanding
accessibility as a capability and thus taking into account how personal characteristics such as gender shape interpersonal differences in accessibility levels requires
4
It ought to be noted that there is a literature on gendered mobilities, for example (Hanson 2010;
Cresswell and Uteng 2016; Greed 2016; Rosenbloom 2004; Sheller 2016), among others. However, there
seems to be a disconnect between this literature and the literature on transportation justice where
the gender differences are rarely framed as a matter of justice.
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a metric that would capture such differences (Pereira et al. 2017). Building more
comprehensive accessibility measures, as is claimed to be necessary by Pereira et
al., should mean including temporal constraints to enable a gender analysis.
In summary, the empirically evident differences in travel behaviour and consequently differences in travel time and the resulting temporal inequality should
be a concern for urban justice. To include this perspective, two conditions are
necessary. The first condition is a person-based measure of accessibility. This
would capture interpersonal differences in general. Second, time-specific differences need to be captured, namely, differences in temporal constraints, commitments and circumstances. These conditions, and ultimately a broadened account
would not replace but rather complement the accessibility account. I believe it
is crucial to ensure that an urban justice framework supports gender analysis of
accessibility and that it allows considerations of gendered time use. Hence, the
answer to transport “justice of what” needs to include a temporal aspect. The neglect of travel time for carework and lack of attention to trip-chaining and short
trips will not be solved by including time in a justice measure, but it would at least
provide tools to carry out the necessary analysis.

4

Value of Time and Time as a Resource

To further develop and understand how to incorporate a temporal aspect into
urban justice, I will in the following section introduce and briefly summarise relevant literature on time in transport economics, time poverty and temporal justice.
Though much of the literature concerns notions of time and fairly similar themes,
it rarely overlaps. Thus, I will in this section provide an overview to connect, or
at least to provide enough background for the reader to identify similarities and
differences.

4.1

Time in Transport Economics

Time is of great importance in transportation research since travel time savings are
considered the key benefit of transportation improvements. Duration, understood
as quantitate time, is the dominating aspect in transport economic models. It is
also seen as the main component of the perception of the travel even though the
conditions of the journey, i.e., the qualitative aspects of time, do matter to some
degree. In transport economics, the qualitative aspects of time, such as under
crowded conditions, are by definition seen as subjective, compared to the objective measure of clock time. However, this distinction between clock time and subjective conditions is not as clear-cut as it might seem. For example, Hjorthol (2001)
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distinguished between quantitative time (clock time) and qualitative time, which
relates to how the time is perceived. On her account, there can be a qualitative aspect to duration. Interestingly enough, transport economists see quantitate time
as an objective measure even though some research indicates that commuters’
response to time duration is non-linear (Johansson et al. 2003). So, while actual
time is used when modelling expected travel behaviour, travel time can actually be
perceived individually, not only concerning the qualitative aspects but concerning
the quantitative aspects as well.5
Since the underlying assumption is that travel is a derived need, less travel and
thus shorter travel time is preferable, all things considered. Willingness-topay is
used to obtain a monetary value for travel time savings. This monetary value of
time is then used in cost-benefit analysis of transport investments. But, the term
“savings” can lead to misunderstandings (Daly and Hess 2020). Extensive academic
and applied work has been carried out to derive the value of travel time. However,
it is primarily used in appraisal, for example of infrastructure projects. In this context, what is being evaluated is the time differences between alternative futures.
So, as Daly and Hess put it: “[t]he use of the term VTTS [i.e., value of travel time savings] is misleading, giving the reader the impression that it is being applied to situations in which individuals gain time as a result of transport policy” (Daly and Hess
2020). But this is not the case. Most transport investments generate long-term
benefits. Furthermore, the transport system is constantly changing with changes
accumulating over time (Börjesson and Eliasson 2014). Most importantly, the travellers and the travel option they face and the travel choices they makechange over
time: “[t]ravelers are gradually replaced, as people move, change jobs, are born
and die” (Börjesson and Eliasson 2014). New travellers do not have the same reference points as previous travellers. Hence, it is not considered meaningful to
think in terms of stable reference points for such long time horizons. Think of a
new bridge built to connect two sides of a city. It will shorten the time it takes to
travel from residences on one side of the river to jobs on the other side. Even if
the current residents are time-poor, the bridge will take five years to build. New
residents might move in in that time, and we can no longer know if they are also
time-poor. Thus, taking the reference point to be someone who is time-poor and
estimating benefits based on that reference point can wrongly indicate the ‘actual,’ future benefits. As Daly and Hess write: “[w]hile of course it is to be hoped
that do-something will lead to better time outcomes for most travellers than dominimum, these differences are not experienced by travellers and so time gains
5
So-called distorted perception of travel time can be a reason for discrepancies between forecast
models and actual behaviour of travellers (Peer et al. 2014).
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or losses are not relevant” (Daly and Hess 2020).
The constant changes in urban transport, land-use and life circumstances lead
to new travel patterns. These lead to gains and losses of time, unrelated to transport and not relevant for a particular appraisal at hand. To evaluate an investment
is to compare two possible futures, one where no changes are made and one where
a transport intervention is implemented. It is argued that “[f]ew if anyone will ever
be in a position where they can actually compare the two alternative realities directly against each other. For the people living in one of the realized path, the
other one will simply not exist; the fork in the road may have happened months,
years or decades ago” (Börjesson and Eliasson 2014). Furthermore, the changes in
accessibility lead to changes in land development and consequently to changes to
the wider economy (P. Mackie et al. 2018). Hence, an improvement in accessibility
is positive from a societal point for two reasons: (1) potential increase in individual’s welfare and (2) economic growth due to increased productivity (P. J. Mackie
et al. 2001).
Since reference points are not considered meaningful,6 welfare evaluations
have to be based on stable, long-term preferences. In the transport welfare economicsbased evaluation framework, the marginal rate of substitution (such as the value
of travel time savings) is the cornerstone. Additionally, when forecasting travel demand, a standard value of time that applies to each time instance and all amounts
of travel time is required (Daly and Hess 2020).
It is not within the scope of this paper to comprehensively assess the validity
of assuming that there is perfect substitutability between time and money for the
purpose of urban transport investment appraisal. Neither is it to assess whether a
stable rate of substitution exists. I do believe it is sufficient to point out that aside
from obvious differences between time and money as such (Nordström et al. 2019),
the argument put forward against the time-money substitutability claim by Rose
is applicable here. Additionally, taking short-term willingness to pay data framed
around short-term decisions and assuming this to be representative of long-term
substitution rates has been criticised (Beck et al. 2017). All in all, it seems at least
warranted to question whether it is justified to assume perfect substitutability
between time and money, even in this particular context.
What is important to note here is the difference between what we fundamentally take to be true and what we believe to be good-enough assumptions for pragmatic reasons. The time-money substitutability claim might be a good-enough
6
However, even Börjesson and Eliasson note that reference-dependent evaluation can be relevant
and justified in certain situations, for example, “in cases where for instance residents are compensated
for increased noise due to a transport investment at a specific point in time” (Börjesson and Eliasson
2014).
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assumption, at least given certain market conditions (such as a reasonable match
between supply and demand on the labor market). It might also be a good-enough
assumption for the specific purpose of transport investment appraisal. However,
it can, at the same time, be false in the sense that there is no actual substitutability between time and money. From the perspective of justice, we need to consider
whether the lack of actual substitutability should be accounted for in a justice
framework. How does the assumption that time is a personal resource and a commodity that can be sold and bought at the market impact how we formulate an
account of urban justice? As I will discuss further, this disconnect between a goodenough assumption and actuality also matters from a policy perspective. It does
not imply that time is generally treated in transport economics unsatisfactorily;
it might just be so in the particular context of distributive justice of transport resources.

4.2

Time Poverty

Time poverty or time scarcity and the connection between time use and wellbeing
have been studied and considered at the policy level over the past two decades
(Williams et al. 2016). It fits into a broader literature highlighting the need for an
expanded set of measures for understanding the state of society beyond GDP and
income poverty. Vickery first introduced the notion of time poverty in a paper
where she argued that a benefits scheme that defined poverty in terms of money
alone would create an equity problem (Vickery 1977). It has since been prevalent
in the debate on inequalities in time-use and time pressure. At the core is the
familiar assumption that money and time are not perfect substitutes. In support
of this assumption, it has been found that material affluence does not lead to
temporal affluence. Even when general wealth rises, people report that they feel
time poor (Giurge et al. 2020). In theory, this is not particularly surprising - even if
there were unlimited wealth, we would still have to decide on an allocation of time.
Furthermore, time is inherently embedded into the mechanisms connecting low
economic status and health (as well as other outcomes): you need time to engage
in physical activity, to be able to study and to rest (Williams et al. 2016). Time
poverty has been linked to lower well-being, physical health, and productivity.
A simplistic way of defining time poverty is to say that people are time-poor
when they have too many necessary things to do and not enough time. From a scientific perspective, time poverty can be understood on a conceptional, methodological and empirical level (Giurge et al. 2020). Giurge et al. note that there is
room for improvement in terms of clarity on the three levels, which is aligned with
work by Williams et al., where they point out the lack of a unifying framework of
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time poverty (Williams et al. 2016). For example, there are many definitions of time
poverty. Time poverty can be understood as consisting of both quantitative and
qualitative aspects of time, meaning concerning the quantity of time as well as
the quality of time. Not only should one have sufficient time, one needs to have
autonomy over time allocation. Going back to the difference between time and
money, having “time” is substantially different from having “money” in the sense
that there are many more constraints on time. While the quantitative aspect of
time is to have time to allocate, the qualitative aspect can be said to involve such
constraints. Measurements of time poverty can be both relative and absolute, with
varying strengths and weaknesses for each type of measure. While clearer conceptualisation would ease further research on the subject and increase adaptation,
scholars have noted the difficulty of categorising activities as necessary in contrast to discretionary (Harvey and Mukhopadhyay 2007). For time poverty to be a
useful measure, more rigor must be applied, and systematic and transparent categorisation of time use activities when defining and calculating time poverty must
be adopted (Williams et al. 2016). Williams et al. conclude by noting that policies
that could benefit time allocation and especially benefit women have been largely
unstudied. As will be discussed in section 5, the role the transport network plays
for time allocation reserves be recognised. There is a clear connection between
urban planning and time poverty.

4.3

Temporal Justice: (Value of) Free and Discretionary Time

It is surprising that philosophical interest in time as a commodity so far has been
fairly modest, given that time is necessary for almost everything we do. The notion of temporal justice stems from the view that temporal inequalities track an
important dimension of how people can be better or worse off. The interest in the
normative significance of temporal inequalities has mostly concerned inequalities
in amounts of free time (Rose 2016; Goodin et al. 2008). Goodin considers time, or
rather, discretionary time necessary in the same way as “self-respect” is the primary of primary goods in a Rawlsian sense (Goodin 2010). Without self-respect,
other primary goods cannot be made use of. Time functions similarly; it is needed
to pursue any type of project or plan.
As a starting point, Eriksson et al. put forward a hypothesis: that people’s subjective satisfaction is (among other things) a function of how much autonomy they
have over the allocation of their time (Eriksson et al. 2007). Autonomy, meaning
freedom and capability to choose, is on this account correlated with quality of
life. All things equal, having more control is more satisfying than having less control. So, control matters for instrumental as well as for intrinsic reasons. In their
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work, and consequently, in the work of Goodin, discretionary time is defined as the
amount of time left after people have spent the strictly necessary time in three
dimensions: paid labor, unpaid household labor and personal care (Goodin 2010).
Eriksson et al. and Goodin then define “strictly necessary” in the three dimensions. For example, strictly necessary time in paid labor is the time needed to earn
enough to have a poverty-level income. Even though people usually spend more
time doing paid labor than “strictly necessary” striving for a above poverty-level
income, anything above the ‘strictly necessary’ threshold is considered a choice.
Hence, it can be seen as an exercise of autonomy (Eriksson et al. 2007). From a
justice perspective, it should be of interest to consider how policies and practices
affect differences in temporal autonomy of different groups of people.
Similarly, Rose argues that free time should be regarded as a necessary resource or opportunity, alongside money and other opportunities that are commonly considered in theories of distributive justice (Rose 2016). Furthermore, she
argues that citizens have legitimate claims to fair shares of free time. These claims
are grounded in the liberal egalitarian theories of justice where it is believed that
“citizens have legitimate claims to fair shares of the resources that are generally
required to exercise their liberties and opportunities” (Rose 2016). Rose continues: “[t]o exercise one’s right to vote, to participate in a town meeting, or to join
in a protest, one must have not only the means to travel to the polls, the town
hall and the public square, one must also have the free time to exercise these liberties” (Rose 2021). Thus, time is necessary for autonomy. Time is also needed in
order to access to most fundamental liberal rights.
In the above example, the time it takes to exercise these liberties has to (arguably) include travel time. However, travel time is rarely explicitly discussed.
When discussing what governments can do to close the gap between those that
have less discretionary time (such as lone mothers) and those that have more
discretionary time (such as members of a dual-earner household with no kids),
Goodin considers measures such as tax-transfers and child-care systems as well
as influencing the terms of divorce (Goodin 2010). Yet, as is discussed in Section
3, travel behaviour and having to spend (more) time on inconvenient travel is a
clear ‘time trap’ for women that are already pressed for time. So, from an urban
planning and policy perspective, easing travel and focusing on travel time should
also be considered an alternative. After all, transport interventions already set
out to shorten travel time (in theory, not in practice).
Tyssedal argues that it is a mistake for a theory of temporal justice to only
consider shares of time, the quality of time has to be considered as well (Tyssedal
2021). He argues that the notion of free time does not sufficiently track valuable
time, that time is a resource for which units differ in use-value. This is well-aligned
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with the accounts that argue for a distinction between the quantity of time and
the quality of time. From a policy perspective, closing the gap in discretionary
time and taking women’s more complex travel patterns into account has to include
qualitative aspects of travel time.

5

Why Consider Time in a Framework for Transport Justice?

As made evident by the case of gender inequalities presented in section 3, not
considering time as a resource is an obvious limitation of any account of urban
justice based solely on accessibility with no temporal component. Although time
or the value of time savings has a prominent place in transport economics and
transport appraisal, it has not been given much attention in the discourse on urban
justice. Technically, saved time is transformed into increased accessibility,7 based
on which most accounts of transport justice are framed. But as has been explained
in section 4.1, the time savings do not imply shorter travel times for individuals.
The standard view in transport economics is that what is done with the saved
travel time doesn’t matter:
Of course, on a strict constructionist view, it is not possible to save
time, only to transfer it between higher valued and lower valued activities. But similar considerations apply to many other consumer
decisions. People buy electric hedge trimmers in order to reduce the
time and physical effort of trimming their garden hedge. If they then
invest part of the time saving in trimming their next door neighbour’s
hedge, this does not deny the value of investing in the hedge trimmer. Similarly, whether or not people choose to take out part or all
of a travel time saving in travelling to/from a preferred location is
very relevant to modelling but does not undermine the concept of
travel time values as a proxy for the value of enhanced accessibility.
(P. Mackie et al. 2018)
This quote is a response to a critique of accessibility relying on people spending their saved travel time on additional travel.8 It illustrates that the commodity
“time” in transport is not actual time as it might seem but instead a proxy for
accessibility. And as has been discussed in section 2, while there is a temporal
7
The accessibility is consequently seen as a proxy for economic growth since the “saved” time can
spent productively, such as on additional work.
8
The argument is that time savings are problematic as a measure of benefits of transport investment
since they do not sufficiently take changes in land use into account (Metz 2017).
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component of accessibility – you need time to take advantage of accessibility –
few accessibility measures include this component. I find this somewhat problematic. Whether we actually travel less in the long run is disputed. But arguably,
a transport intervention might make it possible for some to be able to spend less
time commuting. Shouldn’t the temporal circumstances of these travellers matter?
And shouldn’t it matter what gets done with the extra time? Furthermore, while it
is the case that large infrastructure projects indeed take a lot of time and people
change during the build, other interventions are not as time-consuming. Such interventions can also concern qualitative aspects of time. The distribution of such
interventions seemingly should be included in a justice framework for transport.
Given how essential time allocation is in everyday life and significant impact of
the transportation network on the urban environment, connecting these aspects
is both relevant and needed.
It could be argued that using willingness to pay as it is done in practice in
transportation economics will reflect a time scarcity or even poverty. If you have
very little free time, you would be willing to pay more for shorter travel time. Theoretically, the value of a travel time “saving” depends on the opportunity value
of time, meaning the value that could be attained if the travel time was used for
some other activity. The less available time one has, the higher the opportunity
value. In turn, the direct value of travel time depends on the comfort, productivity
or enjoyment of the trip. It is measured compared to the value of being at the
destination. This should cover the qualitative aspect of time: if the travel time is
productive or, enjoyed, one is willing to spend less money to shorten it. For example, in Swedish data, the value of travel time is higher for those that are employed
and those that have children; assumingly, they have less free time (Börjesson and
Eliasson 2014). But in practice, these potential differences are not reflected in the
appraisal process, for obvious reasons. After all, the goal is a stable, long-term
rate of substitution between time and money. While willingness to pay theoretically can reflect time-poverty at a particular point, the intention is to attain a substitution rate free from such influence. But such an intention might not give us the
proper tools to analyse how and if the benefits of an investment are unequally divided between those that have more time and those that have less. Additionally, it
can be questioned whether aspects of time can ever be meaningfully unconnected
with the social context within which they exist (Hjorthol 2001).
The same study as referenced above found no gendered differences in the
value of time (Börjesson and Eliasson 2014) even though there is empirical evidence of gendered differences in travel patterns and in time use as such. This
could indicate that there are elements of time, time-scarcity and time-use that
are not reflected by a willingness to pay measure. In that case, it seems relevant
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to ask what these elements are and if they are significant from the perspective of
justice.
Lastly, there is the matter is time and status. Who we make wait matters. For
example, who gets priority at a signal crossing clearly indicates who is important
(Hjorthol 2001). Having to wait for the bus can be experienced and thus understood as status degradation, especially since the passenger has very little control
over the wait, both from the perspective of duration and environment. ITC solutions that indicate the time until the transport service arrives can give a (arguably
false) sense of control and put the part of the responsibility on the traveler. If
you know that the bus will arrive in 7 minutes, you can use the waiting time more
efficiently. Perhaps some information is better than no information at all but it
does not guarantee that the bus will actually arrive in 7 minutes, nor does it allow the traveler to spend the time however s/he wants due to constraints on the
“commodity” time. In transport economics, the burden of waiting is somewhat reflected in waiting time being valued higher than travel time. So, shortening waiting
time should yield higher societal benefits than shortening travel time. But again,
this does not necessarily provide the right tools to analyse who is made to wait.
Citizens with resources can avoid queues by buying themselves free and letting
others do the waiting. This is the case for “pay-as-you-go” speedways and, to a
certain extent, congestions charges, which are increasingly popular interventions
in congestion-heavy cities. Either you pay and are granted smoother travel with
less congestion and consequently, less travel time, or you cannot afford the charge
and are left with a cheaper but slower alternative. You are made to wait. The wait
can be seen to reflects the status of the traveller. As Hjorthol (2001)argues, having the economic resources to choose one’s means of transport results in gaining
more temporal and spatial flexibility. In a sense, this also implies greater autonomy.

6

Implications of considering Time in an Urban Justice Framework

In the previous section it is argued that from a philosophical standpoint, an accessibilitybased metric of justice is insufficient. Although there are person based measures
of accessibility that can account for individuals’ temporal constraints, such measures are rarely used in transport economics. Additional consequences of including a temporal component in a justice framework are developed in this section.
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6.1

Further Advantages

There are additional advantages of considering temporal circumstances besides
the reasons considered in section 5. Assume that there are two types of transportrelated interventions: one that leads to shorter travel times and consequently
so-called time reductions and one that improves the conditions of travel without
making it shorter. The second type of intervention does arguably not impact the
accessibility of the traveller. Technically, if the time is perceived to be less burdensome, which it could be with improved conditions, the willingness to pay to spend
less time in such conditions would be lower.9 So, the improvement is measurable
given the established practices. However, it is unclear to which extent such an
improvement would contribute to economic growth if no time is freed for other
value-creating activities. If no measurable increase in accessibility is observed,
there is no impact on transport justice considered solely based on accessibility. A
justice metric encompassing the aspect of time would, on the other hand, enable
us to consider the justice of the distribution of such improvements. Additional
advantages of including some operationalisation of time as part of a transport
justice framework are discussed below.
As noted above, a metric based on time would allow for a measure of both
duration and quality of time. Research indicates that the qualitative side of transport, especially public transport, is significant: “[t]he positive VTAT for public transport is a strong indication for the importance of travel conditions, in turn suggesting that improvements in travel conditions of public transport might be as
important as investing in shorter travel times” (Hössinger et al. 2020). The actual duration could be discounted based on various characteristics, such as if the
journey is safe, quiet, if the mode is well ventilated and so on. Aspects of noise,
pollution and risk can be incorporated into the notion of transport justice in a way
that is more intuitive than in an accessibility-based framework.
While the value of time is understood to encompass whether or not it can
be spent productively since this is something willingness-to-pay would reflect, no
consideration is usually given to how travel time impacts the time available for
activities that cannot be done while travelling. Such activities include work that
cannot be done remotely, as well as unpaid labour such as childcare and cooking.
Some leisure activities also cannot be carried out remotely, such as playing tennis
or the piano. Usually, time allocation outside of travel does not impact the value
of travel time savings since how the saved time is actually spent is not seen as
9

In this case, it might also impact accessibility. If the trip conditions enable the traveller to spend the
time more productively and thus “save” time, the saved time can be seen as an increase in accessibility.
However, most measures of accessibility would not account for such a change.

EAJP - Vol.1, n.3 (2021)

61

Maria Nordström

relevant. However, a metric that included time could potentially be more holistic
and leave room to consider such aspects temporal justice.
One perspective is that the benefit of shorter travel time for someone who
can work remotely and can spend the commuting time on work, for example by
travelling by train or even bus, is arguably less than for someone who is not able
to spend the travel time productively. Though technology (if it is accessible and
affordable) enables most to do “something” with one’s travel time, there are tasks
that cannot be performed while travelling. Many of these tasks are so-called care
work or unpaid labour, for example, child-care and household tasks. You cannot
cook or clean on your way to work. Notably, a shift to self-driving cars might enable those who commute by car and can work remotely to re-allocate work time to
the commute and thus be less at the workplace. However, most care-work will by
its nature not be affected by the “automated vehicles revolution.” Also, when the
time is saved matters. For example, if my trip consists of two parts with a transfer
in-between. Reducing travel time is only beneficial if it is in the beginning or end
of the journey. If it only affects one leg of the journey and results in longer waiting
time while transferring – it’s probably worthless (or worse, since waiting time is
valued higher than regular travel time, so a journey with shorter travel time and
longer waiting time has a higher generalised cost). Since time cannot be accumulated and has various other characteristics that make it less fungible, “saved”
time must be re-allocated to other activities immediately. The particular characteristics of time are also the reason why certain tasks do not only require time;
they also require one to be at a particular location, such as many care-work tasks
do (you cannot cook dinner without being in the kitchen). So, “where” the saved
time is matters and as well as the length of it. Small time savings are reasonably worth less because they are more difficult to re-allocate to tasks that require
larger chunks of time.

6.2

Disadvantages

Not all implications of considering time as a component of a justice metric for
transport are benefial, there are also possible disadvantages. The first disadvantage is a practical one, namely the difficulty of operationalisation of a metric with a
temporal component. To consider potential time savings as a result of a particular
transportation intervention, it is in transport economics assumed to be enough to
know the length of the saved time, the number of travellers that benefit from the
saving, the mode they travel by and the purpose of their trip (whether the travel is
for work, commute or leisure). If the time saving is to be valued differently based
on whether it benefits those that are time-poor or if the saved time is put toward
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particular use, more has to be known about those affected by the intervention.
Assuming we will never pinpoint the exact individuals affected by the intervention, estimates and generalisations have to be made. For example, the difficulty
in valuing small time savings lower than longer ones arises from not knowing the
full door-to-door journey of a passenger on a particular leg of a trip. If part of a
road is widened,10 it will benefit both those for whom it is part of a quick journey
and those that travel significantly longer. As it is phrased in transport economics,
the argument is that we cannot know the total length of the journey for each traveller. The composition of travellers on a particular link changes each day. Hence,
we cannot know if the saving is significant in relation to their total journey or not.
This argument is similar to the argument that we cannot know if the individuals
that eventually benefit from the intervention are time-poor or what they use their
saved time on.
The second disadvantage is that if observed travel time is considered and time
is seen as a resource, we cannot know if the way the time is spend is due to personal preferences or external circumstances. Simply put, we do not know whether
the observed travel time is due to taste or need. While it has been found that
women tend to travel more by public transport and reduce their car travel more
than men, even when they have easy access to a car, we do not know if the gendered differences in travel behaviour are due to taste or external circumstances.
Mechanisms that could explain a difference in behaviour include prevalent ecological norms and sustainability goals as well as women’s less ingrained car habits
(Matthies et al. 2002). Distinguishing between choice and can be a challenge:
“[w]hile differences in activity and trip patterns (e.g., trip chain complexity, trip
distances) may explain mode choice, the reverse may also play a role, i.e., differences in mode choice may help explain variance in activity and trip patterns”
(Scheiner and Holz-Rau 2012).
However, the same challenge (i.e., distinguishing between choice and must)
can arise when using other person-based measures of accessibility. After all, the
primary factor that affects accessibility is one’s place of residence. By choosing
place of living, I also choose the level of access I find acceptable (mind the caveats
here: assuming I even have a choice and the levels of access do not drastically
change by factors outside of my control, such as closings of public transport services). But reasonably, even if I count on certain services to be available when
moving to a suburban, I make some sort of choice regarding accessibility compared to if I chose to live in the middle of a busy city center.
10

Assume for argument’s sake that widening the road leads to less congestion and thus quicker journeys, although this mechanism has been contested due to the induced traffic generated by such an
improvement.
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7

Conclusions

Many aspects of urban life are connected through travel. It is both expected and
accepted that city living means spending time on travel. In a sense, transportation
needs result from a strive for efficiency, with a concentration of services seemingly
more efficient. From the perspective of a city planner, it can be seen as more costefficient, with fewer yet larger playgrounds than many smaller ones. However, this
results in longer times for families to get to a playground since not everyone can
live next to one of the large ones. The small, local shops have been replaced by
supermarkets and malls where we efficiently can do all our shopping at once. Still,
any errand requires a substantial drive from the residential area. This mismatch
can be traced back to seeing speed instead of proximity and connectivity as means
to achieve accessibility. On the one hand, transport projects that lead to shorter
travel time seem to build on the assumption that is less necessary travel time is
good. The same assumption can be found in the literature on free and discretionary time. On the other hand, time savings in transportation economics only
serve as a proxy for expected economic growth. Whether travellers actually spend
less time travelling (or just if their travel time improves) is not considered. Nor are
the temporal circumstances of those affected considered. Furthermore, the prevailing metric of justice, i.e., accessibility, does not leave room for analysis to highlight the temporal aspects of justice. What you can theoretically access is quite
different from what you have time to access, especially if you are a time-pressed
single parent. Thus, the time the travel time has on everyday life should not go
unnoticed. Urban planning could look differently if considering citizens’ distinct
claims to time. At the very least, it is time to put time higher on the planning and
policy agenda.
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