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Project, methods, approach 

 Disruptions project WP2: 
◦ Ethnographic study of everyday mobilities 
◦ Brighton and Lancaster Universities 
◦ 53 individuals in 39 households 
◦ 2-4 interviews each (110+ with drop-out) over 2 years and extra data 

collection (photo, video, scrapbook, diaries, blogs, spreadsheets) 
 

 Social practices, not behaviourist ABC (Shove 2010) 
 

 ABC = travel as individual (psychological, economic) rational 
choice: policy tries to change individuals’ minds 
 

 SPA = practices as focus, draw together elements (Shove et al 
2012), applies to both mobility and activities (Watson 2012), 
understands dominance of automobility as co-evolution of society, 
space and automobile-dependent practices (Urry 2004; Geels 
2005): policy could address socio-spatial-temporal structure of 
practices 
 

 .: Potentials for intervention beyond individual and beyond 
transport policy? 
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Presentation Notes
This slide outlines our research, which involved over a hundred interviews with people of all ages over a period of two years. Our interviews importantly included asking about changes in how people travelled over their life history, to capture the dynamics of modal shift in people’s lives.At Lancaster we have been using social practice theory to analyse this data, consciously moving from an Attitude- Behaviour-Change model of travel by different modes as individual rational choices: a model which underpins much UK policy on promoting low carbon travel, but which has been critiqued for ignoring structural constraints on agency and other influences on travel routines.Instead, when we looked at our data we identified practices such as commuting, shopping, the school run, visiting friends and family and so forth, and examined how they were differently accomplished by different people using different modes of travel – in other words through practices, of driving, cycling and so on.



Automobility: bridging complex 
time-spaces of practice sequences 

“If I didn’t have the car [son] wouldn’t go to that school.  He’d end up 
going to the school…at the bottom of our road…It’s not a great school… 
[Daughter] wouldn’t have… any of her school clubs because I have to drop 
them off.  [Son] wouldn’t have any clubs because I have to drop him 
off…[Son] wouldn’t have after school football…he wouldn’t have Beavers 
and Boy’s Brigade…I’d be seriously lost without my car.” (Gill) 
 
“I needed a car before that for just being able to drop the kids off at 
school and get to work in time…we couldn't do the walking train to school 
because I had to be out first, if you see what I mean, or else that could 
have been the solution. So that was it, drop them off then get to work 
on time to walk in the office that was how it went.” (Rachel) 
 
“Because her saxophone teacher comes here, but the cello teacher is over in 
Withdean so we have to take her there and orchestra is somewhere else 
again. But my mother does some of that shuttling as well on the days that 
we can’t manage. And otherwise I very rarely use the car.” (Amanda) 
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We wanted to explore the dominance of automobility, which is based on its perceived ‘convenience’ or indeed ‘necessity’ – it is “required” by people fulfilling the demands of “normal everyday” life – which is a complex of practices, and negotiating their sites in sequences.These quotes are from two single mothers, and then from a more middle class family, and illustrate very familiar stories of needing a car to manage the times and places of parental and other practices.But for many the norm is of changing expectations of life, affected by factors that create multiple and awkward practice time-spaces and sequences: omnivorous lifestyles, increased choice (for example of the locations of school, home, work and leisure), the individualisation of responsibilities, and fracturing families and neighbourhoods.Parenthood and other responsibilities intensify this complexity of different and often fixed spatialities and temporalities.Journeys and practices originally made possible by the car, become routines, then expectations, and norms.



Traps of automobility? Possibility-
convenience-routine-need 

“I don’t need one really with where I work and where I live. It’s not 
actually that practical or necessary at all really” 
 
“I want to get a…staff parking [permit] here. Not that I intend to drive 
into work on a regular basis but I’m sure at some point having a car will 
be useful” 
 
“I’m not used to doing something like a Saturday shop or a big shop 
once a week....I’ll go to the supermarket on the way home and buy, and 
just pick up what I need. So I don’t know if I’ll get into a routine...I don’t 
need to buy things in such bulk...that I can’t carry them home on the 
bike generally. And I don’t mind shopping several times a week 
because it’s fairly quick, you know, it’s fairly close to where I live.” 
 
“I’ll be going out …paying back some of my friends for all the country 
trips that they’ve taken me out on … Days out, yeah, you know, and 
weekends kind of going out to the country and country pub lunches and 
stuff…will certainly be an option now whereas it wouldn’t have been in the 
past…everybody was really pleased when I passed…but now they all want 
me to visit them.” (Christoph) 
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Presentation Notes
Understanding how people become locked into automobile lives was possible through asking about mobility in life histories, but also in interviews spread over 2 years we captured the dynamics of recruitment to driving, in data such as this.This former cycle-commuter asserted that he had no need for a car, and yet was buying one, arranging parking spaces at home and at work, and consciously planning on incorporating key automobile practices - such as visiting distant family and friends, country pub lunches, and bulk shopping - into their lifePractices such as the weekly shop at peripheral supermarkets have clear time-spaces linked to the affordances and possibilities of the car, and here we see them replacing more frequent and proximate cycling time-spaces. Car dependent practices become social expectations of people who can drive.Again we see possibilities become convenient, become routines, become norms, expectations and then necessities.



Escaping the car – reconfiguring 
time and space 

“So you plan ahead more.  You probably don’t go out as often as you 
did.  Not distances anyway.  I go out of the house as often but the distance 
you go is much less.  So times I would go and do my shopping in Skipton, 
whereas I wouldn’t do that now” (Richard) 
 
“before we sold the car, the one thing we used the car for was…once a 
month you do a giant supermarket shop…So I tried Asda’s online 
delivery, never going back! So…we did that for a couple of months and 
decided…we don’t need the car.” (Ruth) 
 
“the crucial thing was when I no longer needed to drop them both off at 
school…when I sold the car…at some point that was THE thing that meant I 
had a choice, was once I no longer had to get them to school in such a 
tight turnaround” (Rachel, mother of...) 
 
“We were never particularly reliant on the car at all.  As I say, it was only 
when we couldn't walk. We didn't go out of walking distance that often. 
To visit family, that would be the main reason to use the car for my mum 
and dad,  to visit family…it's not like we live isolated in the country and 
I've had to learn in order to see my friends, it's just not so necessary at 
this point in my life.” (Emmeline, her daughter) 
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Presentation Notes
We found that in these contexts, the temporal flexibilities of practices, and individuals’ or households’ control over their time - or time sovereignty – were crucial to whether or not everyday life practice sequences could be satisfied without the car.We had a number of participants who have given up car ownership, and saw how car-dependent practices were replaced, relocated or re-timed in a reorganisation of spatio-temporalities around a car-free life.Of course, short distances to work, the shops or school, or the location of the home on or near public transport routes or cycle paths were important spatial and infrastructural enablers in escaping the car. But so was the absence or lessening of caring or working responsibilities, because of the increase in time sovereignty and the loosening of rigid schedules experienced by the self-employed, a childless couple, empty nesters or the retired. As the last quote shows, for children in car-free homes these were the accepted time-geographies, and mobility practices, of everyday life.



Reluctant drivers, or owners? 
Access for flexibility of use… 

“both our parents live a long way away… but if we didn’t have these 
long journeys I think we would seriously think about getting rid of the 
car…So to be honest we could do that and use the car club... 
I could certainly live without a car…it’s there because If I go to 
Blackpool[for work], I drive. I don’t do that” (Focus Group data, Liverpool) 
 
“I don’t need one really...but I can’t, having passed I discovered I 
couldn’t do City Cars for a year and I couldn’t rent a car for three 
years, so to carry on driving I had no choice than actually buying a car…” 
(Christoph) 
 
“sometimes we didn’t use it at all in the weekends…So it was just sitting 
there not getting used and...I was surprised at how much it cost to own a 
car...it was our values and our choice not to use it but then that meant it 
was costing us a fortune to have it.  So we sold it.” (Ruth) 
 
“so that was the main thing…that said ok this is ok for us […] not having 
a vehicle […] We could have the perfect vehicle for the situation in hand 
when we needed” (Pete).  
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In fact across our participants and in focus groups from another work package we heard a surprising amount from what Anable calls “reluctant drivers”.Infrequent and longer distance practices, and having children, were often cited as the main reasons for maintaining the expensive, and only occasionally necessary, ownership of a car.If the time-spaces of frequent practice sequences could become achievable by other modes, particularly with the easy spatial access to key practice sites and infrastructures which is linked to urban living, or again, temporal flexibility could be engineered, it might mean that the majority of everyday practices could potentially become car-free.In all of these cases where the sunk costs of ownership are not justified by infrequent car use, car-sharing, borrowing or hire could be considered as important potential methods of weaning from the car. Access might operate like ownership to reinforce alternative low carbon practices as active conscious choices. 5



Mobility policy: changing time-
spaces of practices 

 
Transport policy tackles “the symptoms (e.g., provide cycle 
facilities) but fail[s] to tackle the underlying problems 
(distance, complex trip characteristics)…The underlying 
problems of changes in the structure of society, such as life 
styles and approaches to parenting are not addressed.” 
(Dickinson et al. 2003: 65) 

 
“Rather than viewing this mobility as given —as in policies of 
modal shift—we might intervene in the wider system of 
practices which produces the need for mobility. In other 
words, patterns of mobility, or private car use, might have 
nothing to do with transport policy at all, but be connected to 
how households are provisioned, where children go to school, 
how work and leisure are conducted, and so on.” (Spurling et 
al 2013: 29-30) 
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In conclusion then, a practice analysis suggests that low carbon, largely car-free lives might be possible if a number of non-transport-specific policy areas were addressed in order to transform the time-spaces of practice, in other words IF, for instance:Practice sites were not too distant from each other,Institutional schedules particularly of school and work embraced temporal flexibility,The temporal pressures experienced particularly by parents were loosened through childcare provision,  and policies enabled new travel to school and commuting practices,And children grew up with the competences required to use different modes and were encouraged to develop independent mobility confidence.Only some of this is transport policy per se. What is rather required is mobility policy directed at the time-spaces of multiple systems of practice, in ways which challenge central drives of neo-liberalism. This means that it would not be an easy ride! 5



Least radical? Most? Spectrum of potential systemic interventions affecting mobility practices 

Parking for car-
sharers - 
infrastructural 

Mandate flexible hours - 
temporal 

Reduce ‘core hours’ 
for business - 
temporal 

Technology for 
flexible work 
provided by 
employer - 
material Collectivised works 

transport - infrastructural 

Late arrival accepted for low-carbon 
commuters - cultural 

–Responsibility for low-carbon 
commute shifts to employer - 
systemic 

WORK 

Flexible start time for low carbon 
parents - temporal 

EDUCATION 
Mandate cycle proficiency 
– personal competence 

Mandate local school 
attendance –  choice 

Demand responsive 
transport - 
infrastructure No car stopping or 

dropping near schools - 
infrastructure 

Carbon footprint of school run 
responsibility shifts to school 
- systemic 

Walking and cycling ‘buses’ – slowing traffic – 
addressing risk ‘Cycle to school’ funds 

HEALTH 
Remove ‘patient choice’ of 
treatment site - choice 

De-privatise fleets, 
rationalise DRT patient 
transport - infrastructure 

Maintain GP locations - 
spatial 

RECREATION 
AND LEISURE 

Halt sales of local facilities 
(school fields, recreation 
grounds  etc - spatial 

Late night gym/class 
discounts -temporal 

Employers responsible 
for after-school clubs - 
systemic 
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Here are a few ideas of what such policies might look like, they aim at reconfiguring practice time-spaces and sequences, to loosen the spatial and temporal pressures of mobility or to build mobility more explicitly into these other practices.Different to transport policy that often focuses to the exclusion of all else on the availability of infrastructure, they address other practice elements – for example meanings and norms such as obligation, choice, and responsibility. We also feel that particularly the temporal features of practices such as work, education and leisure could be addressed outside of transport policy.Key to their potential success is adopting  and promoting what the Disruptions Project has called fleximobility – exploiting the willingness of people to do things differently some of the time, to make possible low carbon mobility practices into viable ones, then into routines, and then into the norm.5
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