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• Drawing on theories of urban planning, 
transport geography and mobility 
sociology, not only transport 
economics

• Aiming at explaining causal 
mechanisms by which urban form 
influences travel

• Combining qualitative and quantitative 
research methods

• Emphasis on being aware of the basic 
assumptions of the studies, seen from 
a philosophy of science perspective

Differences in our approach to studies of 
residential location and travel compared to 

mainstream research



Research design
• Meta-theoretical work on the causal nature of the built 

environment for human actions (such as, for example, 
travel behavior)

• Questionnaire surveys in the metropolitan areas of Oslo 
and Stavanger. 3340 responses.

• Qualitative interviews (each lasting 1-1.5 hours) with 
persons with different demographic and socioeconomic 
characteristics and with their dwellings located in 
different parts of the urban structure. 33 interviews 
altogether; 17 in the Oslo and 16 in the Stavanger case

• Using available national travel survey data as a 
supplement (Bergen and Trondheim)

• Separate analyses of influences of residential location on 
health, based on register data for Oslo 

• Moreover, data collection similar to the Oslo and 
Stavanger studies (qualitative interviews as well as 
questionnaire survey) has recently been completed for 
Reykjavik metropolitan area



An interpretation scheme was developed for 
the qualitative analyses

• Most textbooks on interview interpretation focus on 
discovering unexpected things and a ‘bottom-up’ way of 
generating research questions

• But we had already clearly formulated questions based on lots 
of earlier research

• We wanted to explain the geographical differences in travel 
behavior that had already been identified (but also to be open 
for new, previously overlooked aspects)

• An interpretation scheme was developed in earlier studies as 
an important tool for analysis of the interview transcripts, and 
refined for this study

• This scheme originally comprised around 30 research 
questions which we, as researchers, try to answer, based on 
the information given by the interviewees. During the 
interpretation work, the number of questions increased to 41.



Example of using the interpretation scheme in 
the interpretation of one interview 



An excerpt of the 45-pages synthesizing interpretation of the question group:
Activity location rationales.



Publications from the project (published or 
submitted so far)



Planned additional publications (so far)
• Attitude-based residential self-selection: implications for the 

influence of residential location on travel?

• A second paper addressing residential self-selection

• Residential location, activity location and time-geographical 
constraints

• Residential location, car travel and car dependency

• Residential location, commuting and non-work travel in monocentric 
and polycentric urban regions

• Residential location and travel in four Norwegian cities (based on 
RVU data)

• Residential location, active travel and physical activity

• Residential location and health

• Residential location, travel and access to facilities: a social justice 
perspective

• Urban atmospheres downtown and in other urban neighborhoods

• Sustainable urban development revisited: compact or polycentric 
cities?



A quick glance at some of the papers

First, the two papers on the causal nature of the built 
environment:

• Built environment, causality and travel

• Built environment, causality and urban planning



Some problematic conceptualizations of the status 
of the built environment as causes of human 

actions and social phenomena:
• Deniers 

– long-standing sociological tradition
– neo-Marxist tradition (Harvey, Castells)
– individualist reductionism within 

microeconomics

• Environmental determinists
– Le Corbusier/CIAM 
– Chermayeff
– ….but do they really exist anymore?

• Correlationists
– Humean empiricism 
– neo-positivism
– dominating in contemporary transport 

research



Statistics can’t show causality!

• There is an important contradiction in the correlationist 
position: If causality is nothing more than (statistically 
controlled) correlations, how then can the necessary 
control variables be identified among the myriad of 
circumstances likely to correlate in some way or other with 
travel behavior?

• The correlation-based understanding of causality provides 
little or no guidance for determining which variables to 
include or not include in a multivariate analytical model, 
nor which ones among those included to consider as 
endogenous or exogenous variables



The built environment as a sub-set of 
social structures

• Has high degree of permanence

• Is in some ways more compelling and 
makes up more absolute constraints than 
non-material structures

• Has been theorized as affordances
(Gibson) and as facticity (Sartre, 
Østerberg)

• Instead of conceiving of causality as 
correlations, our concept of causality is as 
tendencies or dispositions operating in 
non-closed systems together with other 
causal powers that can counteract or 
amplify the causal mechanisms we are 
investigating



Rationales for activity location

Among the 33 interviewees living in the metropolitan areas 
of Oslo and Stavanger, the following rationales for activity 
locations are encountered in the interviews :

• Minimizing the friction of distance (all interviews) 

• Choosing the best facility (all interviews) 

• Maintaining social contacts (nearly half of the 
interviews)

• Variety seeking (several interviews)

• Place attachment (a few interviews) 

• Caretaking (a few interviews) 

• Money-saving (a few interviews)





Implications of activity location rationales for 
influences of residential location on travel distances
• Suburbanites tend to have longer commuting distances than inner-city 

residents, especially if they have specialized job qualifications and 
interests. 

• This is especially the case in metropolitan areas with a strong 
concentration of workplaces in the inner areas, such as Oslo. In urban 
regions with a polycentric employment structure, such as Stavanger, 
commuting distances may depend more on proximity to a secondary 
center (such as the Forus area) than on proximity to the main city center

• For visits to cultural facilities (and also restaurants, cafes etc.), 
suburbanites tend to make longer trips than inner-city residents do, 
regardless of whether their cultural taste is specialized or popular

• For visits to outdoor recreation areas, suburbanites normally tend to 
make shorter trips than their inner-city counterparts both for short-
duration and long-duration activities. This still depends considerably on 
the topographical context of the urban region



Combined built environment characteristics, time-geographical 
restrictions and transport rationales – an example

Time-geographical 
restrictions, e.g.
• Coupling constraints

– Need to present at the 
workplace

– Need to pick up child in 
kindergarten

• Capacity constraints
– Need to be at home in 

the evening and night for 
family obligations and 
sleep

– Do not have physical 
fitness for bike 
commuting at distances 
exceeding 5 km

• Steering constraints
– Working hours, 

kindergarten opening 
hours

– Transit lines and 
timetables

Rationales for location 
of activities, e.g. 
employment
• Limitation of the 

friction of distance, in 
terms of
– Time consumption
– Monetary expenses
– Physical effort

• Choosing the best 
facility, in terms of 
– Job content
– Salary
– Work conditions
– Colleagues

Built environment 
characteristics, e.g.



A few preliminary results from analyses of residential 
location and commuting (not yet published):

Commuting distances





Proportions commuting by car





A quick glance at two more papers ..

• Residential location and compensatory behavior 
in three Scandinavian cities

• Urban containment and inner-city densification 
reduce auto ownership



Money spent on low 
amount of car travel 
within the 
metropolitan area….

….  can be spent on 
more leisure flights



Changes in auto ownership due to moving


