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4. By Any Means Necessary! 
The project is taking a very broad inter-
disciplinary approach, considering a range 
different theories, applying a number of 
methodologies (from wide-cast surveys to 
detailed social ethnographies), and 
working with families, businesses and 
policymakers.   

1. Introduction 
Disruption is a 3-year project taking a fresh new look at 
people’s mobility, including their travel and use of computers, 
mobile phones and the impact such technology has on their 
travel practices. The aim of the project is create opportunities 
for change that will reduce the energy use and associated 
greenhouse gas emissions from the transport sector. 

Transport is the only sector of the UK economy where 
emissions of greenhouse gases are continuing to steadily 
grow.  Travel patterns are often assumed to be habitual and 
therefore difficult and politically sensitive to change yet change 
seems critical if we are to meet our ambitious greenhouse gas 
reduction targets. 

The Disruption project looks at how travel practices are formed 
and directed by underlying societal factors.  We argue that 
people’s travel behaviour is less fixed and routine than it is 
often considered to be.  The project looks at the way people’s 
lives are frequently disrupted by a whole range of possible 
events, from family illnesses to volcanic ash clouds. The 
insights that these disruptions provide can help reveal the kinds 
of changes, to transport and other policy sectors such as 
health, education and business that are needed to inspire and 
facilitate a shift to lower carbon travel. 

2 5. Implications for Policy? 
By exploring the degree to which there is, currently under-
estimated, flexibility in transport practices, we hope to identify new 
opportunities to progress further down the road to a low-carbon 
transport system.  If policies were to recognise that there is 
inherent variability in travel behaviour, it could take advantage of 
moments of disruption (where systems become unstable) in order 
to encourage a shift in behaviour to a new low-carbon state. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Disruption Occurs at Many Levels 
- Macro-scale issues such as the Global Economy, or the 

potential global resource shortages such as Peak Oil 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- Meso-scale problems affecting local areas, or particular parts of 
the transport system 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

- Micro-scale issues affecting individuals, families and households 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
           

: Unlocking low carbon travel 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

3. Complex interlocking systems 
The project is exploring the way in 
which travel practices are held in place 
through complex interconnections with 
a wide range of other systems, that are 
rarely considered within the same 
policy frameworks. 
 
The complexity and nature of these 
inter-relations, and the extent to which 
they take freedom of movement for 
granted will determine both: 
a) The probability and impact of 

disruption occurring; and 
b) The ability of individuals within the 

system to move to lower-carbon 
forms of transport through their own 
volition. 

As well as seeing inherent moments disruption as an opportunity for 
change, it may also be possible to re-think policies so that: 

a) Disruption can be seen as an actual tool for creating change (e.g. 
the Congestion Charge can be seen as ‘disrupting’ travel practices 
rather than simply being a financial deterrent). 

b) Wider systems might be made more resilient to increases in 
disruptive events associated with climate change. 
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