Energy-SHIFTS Working Group 2 – Transport and Mobility. Interview 6


--Interviewee describes their research to date, removed for anonymity--

03:36 S2: So I've always been interested in this aspect, and I've always had projects which even though they use technology, they use technology to understand behaviour and try and give us more information about behaviour rather than how the technology can improve and work and maybe some day it will solve the problem. Maybe.

04:00 S1: Yeah. And what are your current research projects? 

04:03 S2: At the moment, we are focusing a lot on active travel. So we are going back to basics. We have a problem, of course, of very high car dependence, and one of the things that car dependence produces is the inability for people to understand and appreciate the benefits of active travel. 
--Interviewee describes their research to date, removed for anonymity--

05:38 S2: And so we're doing that, and then we are using technology to understand better why people walk and where people walk. And sort of perceive the determinants of a walkable environment, and so we're using in this particular project, we're using social media to engage with people to send us information about what they like about their walk, what are the features that they like or don't like. And so we are having pedestrians and people that walk sending us information about the conditions of the pavement that they see when they are walking, whether there are trees, whether they feel comfortable, 
removed for anonymity
08:47 S1: Yes. Exciting. Yeah. [chuckle] Okay, I'm gonna go in a bit to the kind of SSH, as you call it, Social Science and Humanities kind of research field. I am interested. I don't know, I'll start with the open question, whether you see any kind of big lines of development of the field in the past like 20, 30 years. I mean, you came from a Humanities faculty and how... Yeah. Now, I'm making my own ideas, that that's maybe a bit unconventional in terms of transport.

[removed for anonymity]

So, being in transport, it provides you with that opportunity. However, one of the things that has primarily happened, and I think in quite recent times, and it could have been as a reaction really to what we've seen developing on the engineering and on the science part of transport. This idea that we need to continue building the machine, because the machine is the one that will solve the same problem. When we've sort of gotten tired of waiting for the solution, because it seems that every solution causes another problem. And so I think one of the things that has emerged in recent years has been this idea of going back to people and understanding the element of the human within the system.

11:56 S2: Travel Behaviour research has become much more important. There is a stronger focus on equity now. The equity aspect into transportation systems. We built the infrastructures and then we realised that they were built for able-bodied people, they were built for males particularly, and so we have all these issues. Or 40-year-old average males. And we have these kind of issues because in creating systems, transportation systems that are not equal, we've created generations of young people who have become car dependent because the parents always used a car. We've created situations where older people suffer from isolation and loneliness, because the transportation system scares them. Because there's too much congestion, there is too much... And in our case, we have also issues with the actual physical environment or broken pavement, don't allow people to effectively reach basic services. Children's independent mobility. These are major cause of concern, if we are to build safe and inclusive cities as the objective of the SDG 11.

13:21 S2: So I think, yes, there needs presumably to be a sort of an engineering element to how we re-engineer our transport system. But I think one of the things that has come out very clearly is that providing a sort of checklist for engineers to say, "Oh, I have done this, I have done this, I have done this... " and it's very objective. It follows sort of traditional rules of planning or of engineering without taking into consideration to the more social science approaches in understanding what really matters.

13:58 S2: And we've had instances where we looked at projects, for example, we looked at elderly mobility And then we had issues coming out related to family ties, and you think how are family ties related to mobility in the elderly community. And because of the relatively small distances and nuclear family types that we have here, elderly people are not allowed to travel by their daughters and by their sons because they fear they will fall or they will get lost, and therefore in an attempt to safeguard the... Whatever fear that these children have, their parents do not have the self-concept, the belief that they can indeed travel. And all of a sudden, we were thinking, "Okay, how do you build a public transport system that sort of puts this children's minds at rest that the elderly people are safe?" And it's certainly unconventional in transportation planning to think of cultural and normative values in the design of these systems. Hadn't we done a study that looked at behavioural theories as the framework, we wouldn't have picked up these things.

15:28 S1: Is this mostly developments within transport geography, or do you see other fields coming in? How do you see it in relation to maybe some...

15:38 S2: It's not geography.

15:40 S1: No, no.

15:41 S2: There's a lot of economics. Behavioural economics are developing a lot of these aspects. There's a lot in general sociology and psychology as well. So I think... Well, the benefits of transport is course, because it's such a horizontal sort of discipline, it hits many of the different elements. So if I think of the people that are working in equity, they come from all sorts of disciplines and backgrounds. Even engineering, to a certain extent, if you think of people like [removed for anonymity]

16:46 S1: And is that unique? Like you mentioned or are there more people that work on this, on the bridge between the very kind of engineering type of...

[removed for anonymity]

18:24 S1: Yeah. Do you see any big main debates or conflicts within this field of SSH like social science humanities approaches to mobility? Have there been, maybe some of them have been settled, if you look back two decades or something? 

18:44 S2: Well, I think for sure is access. I think we are still not fully responding to the issue of equal access, still have major differences between ages, genders, and ability, and so we really need... We haven't yet sort of produced enough on the issue. There's certainly not been a sort of settlement on what should be the definition of an inclusive system, which to me raises a lot of concerns because it's... Well, cities have legacy systems. So in upgrading these legacy systems, which take a long time, not only to upgrade, but then to rethink the upgrade, if we are not going to act very quickly, then automatically we are going to wait for the next generation, next engineers to be able to update again. So we know we're not talking of small upgrades, we're talking of relatively high and huge infrastructure investments with very little appreciation of this inclusivity component. Where of course, social sciences and humanities are doing much of the research.

20:14 S1: Yeah, I asked in the... I know that you're very busy and it's not in a hurry to get it, but we ask people we interviewed from five publications like 7, 5, 6 but some kind of suggestions for literatures that you think have been kind of crucial to the field or maybe have been game changers, who've been very influential, and I just thought now you don't have to, it doesn't have to be your list, but if you have some kind of thoughts already now, about what you think were some of the most important works then.

20:47 S2: Well, I think some of the work on transport justice have been particularly important. I mean issues of justice in urban areas and in cities has been, of course, debated for a very long time. We had major authors, particularly America's author writing about urban justice. But now, there's an emergence of text that is talking about transport justice, and how we evaluate projects based on this equality issue, what are the measurements that we use, how we see transportation systems as being equal opportunity and therefore safe and inclusive. I think this has been a major milestone. So some of these publications, if you think of Karel Martens' book, Transport Justice has been one of those pieces which provided a lot of new insights. These concepts, as I said, some of them have been... I think some sort of negative ones, if you think of the kind of stuff that is coming out justifying the development of autonomous vehicles without any consideration whatsoever of their impact. Yeah. I think there have been some major disappointments or disappoint... [laughter] I'm not going to, of course, propose this.

22:24 S1: No. I know, okay.

22:26 S2: Then, you would give them more credibility, but certainly there's been equally very disappointing literature in that respect. The high expectations of autonomous vehicles and what they produce and how many people will autonomous vehicles kill before we allow them on the road and these kind of things, which is not particularly good. So...

22:50 S1: Do you see, you mentioned that some of the first kind of transport justice literature came from the America, but do you see some differences in terms of where this type of literature kind of comes from within Europe, like are there any... What yourself you read or what you see is developing in your field, whether there are some kind of areas in Europe that are more marginalised or certain perspectives that are more kind of favoured? You mentioned some of the economists. I know that some people find some of these economists are usually...

23:30 S2: Yeah. The discussions about justice and the city in the West have always centered around the ability or the possibility of people to have access to the city and or the idea that you would have roads that would be particularly just for cars and have no access for people, the idea of public open spaces and their maintenance and their provision. So you look at that concept and you think many of the American cities suffer from this kind of problem and had all sorts of issues with regards to allowing for community development and so on, which is something that was not as bad as in Europe, technically. And only because of historic cities that were pulling down buildings and rebuilding them was not an issue because of historical reasons and so we struggled less with the issues of urban justice than within the Americans.

24:35 S2: However, when you then translate it to transport justice, we are now recognising and these are things which I think came out early in the 2000s, if you think of the report which I think Tony Blair had commissioned at the time about the impact of accessibility on social exclusion. I think it was one of the first reports that sort of highlighted the impact of transport accessibility or the lack of transport accessibility and the relationship that that had with social exclusion. And so the... An inability to reach a number of jobs today, we call that accessibility studies and the ability for people to fulfill all their ambitions and they cannot do that because of the transportation system that doesn't allow them to reach places.

25:27 S2: And so there is now a better understanding through most of the research that has been going on in the accessibility field particularly, and to try and see how infrastructures are allowing people to access jobs, to access leisure time, to be able to get places, no matter their age, their gender, or belief. And so in that respect, Europe has some very good examples, of course, in terms of transportation systems which are best practice. Then, there are other areas, of course that struggle. Rural areas, I think, are still suffering from accessibility problems. Certain cities in the South and the East of Europe are still suffer from accessibility issues. And so, yeah, there's I think still big gaps and big differences between the East and the West and the North and the South. Yeah. You can see this in all sort of things, if it's [26:34] ____, if it's public transport tubes, if it's motor-share, the difference is quite stark for them.

26:45 S1: Do you then see also the same difference in the amount of research that's being conducted or the type of research that's being conducted in this? 

26:54 S2: No. I think the research is quite broad and I think that from a geographic point of view, it seems to be coming from all different parts of Europe and the world, really. I think in my editorial work, I tend to see quite a lot of interest in the subjects that is coming also from Asia, from the Middle East. So there's quite a lot of interest in mobility issues, how they relate to accessibility, and how they relate to justice and equality. So, no, I think there's quite the movement now, which is good.

[removed for anonymity]

29:10 S2: So we have a strong commercialisation element attached to the national funding, for example. And so any research that goes into understanding behaviour of how a technology is going to use for it, for example, does not get funded or is always sort of in a second or third, and then does not get funded. There is a very strong focus on this commercialisation aspect, which again is probably all sort of part of this engineering drive to sort of create the next solution, create the next model, let's give our industries things to work on and let's get them on board and, which, yeah, might not fit very well into the Social Science and Humanities research. Where of course, our impact on policy should be driving the policy to take the bigger and the more difficult decisions of introducing restrictions, introducing, I don't know, low emission zones, the introduction of more cycling and walking infrastructure. Whilst there's no commercialisation effort or commercialisation benefit in that, we certainly have benefits on health, on environment which most of the time are underestimated.

30:36 S1: When you say behaviour and you talk about behaviour, how do you then relate your own perspectives to the perspectives of psychologists or maybe sociologists that study... Are there any kind of discrepancy in terms of behavioural...

30:55 S2: No. What we look at when we're looking at behaviour is trying to understand what drives people to behave in a certain manner. And so what we try to understand, if you take the example of the research we conducted on elderly people or older people was to try and understand using the quite popular theories of clan behaviour and to try and understand through elements of probably psychology, primarily because that's where the theories develop. Elements that would be impossible to capture if you had to do what planners do. Planners send out surveys about what people do, at what time they leave their home, how many trips they carry out, where do they go, what mode they use, and it's fine if you have the large samples, you have the big picture.

31:52 S2: But then we really want to understand what triggers behaviour. We need to look into much deeper understanding of behaviour and therefore standard survey tools do not apply, but then interviews come in and we need to start asking questions. How many times do you actually go out in terms of trying to establish habits, for example, as a determining factor. Have you been doing this all your life, have you lived in this neighborhood all your life? And so the issue of life-course studies, for example, or the impact of life course on older people behaviour in their mobility, because if they never owned a car, they never travelled, of course there's an element of habit, they've always walked. And so walking is not an element of disadvantage in their case, but it's certainly, it's stemming out of habit. Any object that creates a barrier to them walking, whether it is health, whether it is the physical environment, what we call the facilitating conditions, then become an issue. And that's where you get the problems.

33:04 S1: What is the reception of the qualitative methods you use? Is it kind of... Are they compatible with the other kind of quantitative data that comes from planners, or do you work parallel to the other research that is done, or do you see something maybe also broader and feel that there's a gap between the qualitative and...

33:28 S2: I think they are complementary to each other. What we found with this particular research was that the media... In our case, the research on older people was picked up by the media. Instantly, the public transport operator contacted us saying, "We're very interested in this research because we never thought about these things. Is it real that... What the newspapers are reporting in terms of that... Are we reading it correctly from the newspapers?" And we said, Yeah, these are the kind of things that you should be trying to look at, because it's useless providing more and more bus stops with the idea that the only thing that gets people to use a bus is if there is a bus stop close by. Because it's not only that. It's not only that. Evidently, it's not only that. And so if you continue thinking in the traditional way, well then you're just building infrastructure for the sake of building infrastructure, but you're not really providing what really are the needs of the communities in terms of, say, in this case, public transport.

34:40 S2: I think they're complementary. I think they complement themselves quite nicely in some cases. As I said, the research that we're doing... That we did on elderly people was particularly eye opener for me that... I've had experience working on planning outside university, so for me, it was like, "Oh, this is a new world which I had not thought about before." And now with this research that we're doing on walking and cycling, I think it will also provide both operators and government, in this case particularly local authorities, with some insights about what they thought or what they didn't think about when it comes to walking.

[removed for anonymity]

36:00 S1: You already mentioned transport justice literature as something that's really coming up in Europe, are there any other fields that you feel are kind of emerging as important fields or...

36:13 S2: Well, there are some, of course, which are emerging, particularly related to the rise of technology as a sort of more pervasive technology and more accessible technology, in the form of what we call now Transport Network Companies and mobilities service. And that has shot up in terms of, amount of research that is being carried out, of course as a result of these companies opening business everywhere, and so we have more and more people researching the impact of micro-mobility. We have more and more people researching Uber, and now that Uber is leaving some countries, it just left Colombia, we need to also study the failures of that. And so there is a lot of research that has come out as a reaction to some of the more recent technologies which have brought services closer to people. The issue, of course, here is that these technologies are so fast in terms of their development. Sometimes they literally live and die, and we're still studying the whole process. That, yes, it has been a massive, massive increase in research into these new services in this way which are trickier, I think.

