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1 Introduction 

 

Mobility, the somewhat regular and recurring physical movement of people from 

place to place, for example commuting, is a very important part of a broader 

transition to sustainability (Laakso 2017). In 2017 the transport sector accounted 

for 27 % of total greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions of the European Union (EU) 

(EEA  2019) and while the total GHG emissions in the EU have been declining, 

the transport sector has not been part of this trend, seeing increases instead of 

decreases in emissions during the past few years (EEA 2020). It is widely 

acknowledged in the existing transport literature that changes in the sector are 

vital for meeting global and local emission reduction targets (Cass & 

Faulconbridge 2016). In Finland the transport sector accounts for 20 % of total 

GHG emissions and while emissions have been steadily declining, the pace is 

not sufficient to meet emission cut targets according to current projections 

(Ministry of Transport and Communications 2020). The role of household 

consumption is significant as in 2015 it generated 66 % of total consumption 

based GHG emissions in Finland (Finnish Environmental Institute 2020). Of this 

66 %, almost one third was generated by mobility, making it the biggest 

contributor to household generated GHG emissions in Finland (Finnish 

Environmental Institute 2020). 

 

The literature on sustainability transitions of the transport sector has focused a 

lot on technological advancements (e.g. Schwanen et al. 2011; Watson 2012) 

and individuals’ choices as solutions and causes to mobility related behaviors 

(e.g. Heisserer & Rau 2017; Shove 2010; Watson 2012). These approaches to 

mobility have been criticized for overemphasizing the significance of individual 

choices and underemphasizing the importance of social conditions (Heisserer & 

Rau 2017), as have been mainstream policy incentives heavily relying on these 

assumptions of deliberate human action (Shove 2010). Practice theories have 

been presented as an alternative way of understanding mobility behaviors, 

challenging the prevalent individualistic explanations (e.g. Heisserer & Rau 2017; 

Scheurenbrand et al. 2018), and placing “such behavior in its wider social, cultural 

and material context” (Heisserer & Rau 2017, 2). Practices are routinized human 
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behaviors that are made of several elements connected to each other, such as 

physical and mental activities, physical objects, knowledge, know-how and 

emotions (Reckwitz 2002). This thesis follows a version of practice theory 

presented by Shove et al. (2012), according to whom practices consist of three 

types of elements: material, meaning and competence. Practices emerge, 

survive, and disappear as links are made and broken between the elements 

forming the practice (Shove et al. 2012). More details on practice theory are 

provided in chapter 2. 

 

The private car dominates mobility in many cities, while other forms of transport 

such as cycling, public transport and walking remain more marginalized (Kent 

2013). According to Kent (2013, 2) “transition away from private car use will only 

occur in the face of unprecedented disruption to existing ways of 'being' in modern 

life”. The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (later pandemic, coronavirus pandemic) 

has affected people's daily lives in many ways, providing a unique opportunity to 

study changes in mobility practices that might normally be very stable and 

resistant to change. Recent transport research has paid increased attention to 

the potential of studying changing mobility patterns during different disruptive 

events (Marsden et al. 2020). A consensus in transport research seems to be 

that in addition to becoming more sustainable, reduction of mobility is also 

needed (Berg & Henriksson 2020). As the amount of moving from place to place 

has decreased significantly during the coronavirus pandemic, this also provides 

an opportunity to uncover new information on the effects and causes of reduced 

mobility. 

 

This thesis adopts a practice theoretical view in analyzing people’s mobility before 

and during the coronavirus pandemic, answering two research questions: 

 

1. What kind of mobility practices and connections between multiple mobility 

practices existed among University of Helsinki staff before the COVID-19 

pandemic? 
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2. How have mobility practices and connections between multiple mobility 

practices of University of Helsinki staff changed during the COVID-19 

pandemic? 

 

The aim of this thesis is twofold, both of which are equally important. First, to 

learn what practice theory can teach us about sustainable mobility by studying 

changing mobility practices during the coronavirus pandemic. Second, expanding 

the literature on how the pandemic has affected people’s mobility in Finland. The 

choice of practice theory as the theoretical framework is motivated by the author’s 

personal interest as well as the fact that practice theory remains underutilized in 

mobility research, particularly in a Finnish context. Connections and shared 

elements between practices are important in understanding how practices affect 

and shape each other (Shove et al. 2012) and why some practices flourish, and 

others struggle to survive, highlighting the need to understand relations between 

different practices (Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). Therefore, instead of just one, 

this thesis focuses on multiple mobility practices, forming a comprehensive 

picture of how mobility shapes and is part of people’s daily lives. 

 

Nine semi structured interviews were conducted for this thesis. The interviewees 

were all employees of the University of Helsinki. The interviews focused on 

commuting, grocery shopping related mobility, hobby and leisure related mobility 

and other mobility needs. The data was analyzed using theory-based content 

analysis. The thesis is structured as follows: chapter 2 introduces practice 

theories and previous practice theoretical mobility research, chapter 3 explains 

the research methods and materials used, chapter 4 presents the results, 

followed by discussion in chapter 5 and conclusions in chapter 6. 
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2 Theoretical framework and literature review 

 

2.1 Situating practice theories in the landscape of social 

theories 

 

Three different ways of explaining human action and social order are clearly 

identifiable within modern social theories (Reckwitz 2002).  The first is a purpose-

oriented theory, portraying humans as homo economicus, driven by individual 

intentions, interests and purposes, which together explain action, while the 

second is a norm-oriented theory, the theory of homo sociologicus, explaining 

action through collective norms and values (Reckwitz 2002). 

 

According to the purpose-oriented theory of homo economicus, social order is 

achieved as the sum of individual interests, and according to the norm-oriented 

theory of homo sociologicus, “guaranteed by a normative consensus” (Reckwitz 

2002, 245). Cultural theories, a third way of explaining action and social order, 

emerged from the culturalist revolutions of social philosophy during the twentieth 

century, and sought to challenge a shortcoming shared by both the purpose-

oriented and norm-oriented theories (Reckwitz 2002). According to Reckwitz 

(2002, 246) “the seemingly opposed classical figures of the homo economicus 

and homo sociologicus share a common ‘blind spot’: They both dismiss the 

implicit, tacit or unconscious layer of knowledge which enables a symbolic 

organization of reality ”. Consequently, according to cultural theories social order 

is merged in these symbolic structures, making it possible for a shared way of 

understanding and giving meaning to the world to exist (Reckwitz 2002). Practice 

theories are examples of these cultural theories, challenging the norm- and 

purpose-oriented theories predating them; however, while all practice theories 

could be said to be cultural theories, not all cultural theories are practice theories 

(Reckwitz 2002). It could be argued that besides these theories other ways of 

explaining social order also exist, for example Marxism (Parkin 1979), but this 

thesis follows the ideas of Reckwitz. 
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Reckwitz (2002) presents four different types of cultural theories: culturalist 

mentalism, culturalist textualism, culturalist intersubjectivism, and practice 

theories. No comprehensive review of all these different types of cultural theories 

can be given here, but in essence they differ in their way of locating the social: 

according to culturalist mentalism the social is situated in the human mind, 

according to culturalist textualism in “chains of signs, in symbols, discourse, 

communication  . . .  or “texts”” (Reckwitz 2002, 248) and according to culturalist 

intersubjectivism in interactions, while practice theories situate the social in 

practices (Reckwitz 2002). To summarize, practice theories are a type of social 

theory, more specifically of cultural theory, one of three types of theories 

explaining action and social order along with the purpose-oriented and the norm-

oriented models. A detailed account of practice theories will be given in the 

following sections. 

 

 

2.2 The emergence and history of practice theories 

 

The history of practice theories stretches back at least to the works of 

philosophers Ludwig Wittgenstein and Martin Heidegger (Reckwitz 2002; Shove 

et al. 2012; Watson 2012). Heidegger’s concept of Dasein has similarities with 

the flat ontological basis of practice theories, meaning there is no distinction 

between different levels of the social (Schatzki 2016; the flat ontology of practice 

theories will be discussed in more detail later), and while Wittgenstein’s work 

does not address practices directly, his writings share resemblances with the key 

characteristics of practice theories (Shove et al. 2012; for a detailed account of 

Dasein, see Heidegger 1962/2010). In the 1970s practices were more explicitly 

examined by Charles Taylor as the base unit of analysis: “The meanings and 

norms implicit in these practices are not just in the minds of the actors but are out 

there in the practices themselves, practices which cannot be conceived as a set 

of individual actions, but which are essentially modes of social relation, of mutual 

action” (Taylor 1973, 27). 
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Also in the 1970s, in the field of sociology, Pierre Bourdieu published Outline of 

a Theory of Practice (1977), and later The Logic of Practice (1990). Even though 

the titles might suggest, in Bourdieu’s work practices are not the end, but a 

concept used to theorize habitus (Bourdieu 1977, 1990; Shove et al. 2012). 

Nevertheless, Bourdieu was highly influential in bringing practice-oriented 

perspectives into the social theoretical landscape (Shove et al. 2012). His 

concept of habitus describes how people act not by making rational choices, but 

according to a group of cognitive and bodily dispositions (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). 

According to Guell et al. (2012, 234), “Bourdieu’s habitus . . . bridges social 

structure and individual action”. Many other authors including Michel de Certeau 

(1984) in The practice of everyday life, and Anthony Giddens (1984) in The 

constitution of society: outline of the theory of structuration, contributed to the 

development of practice theories. Giddens (1984, 2) explained how, according to 

his theory of structuration, “the basic domain of study of the social sciences . . .  

is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the existence of any form of 

social totality, but social practices ordered across space and time”. The 

aforementioned 20th century theorists could be said to have formed the first wave 

of practice theory (Heisserer & Rau 2017), even though it could be argued that 

because of the long time period and various authors, there were actually more 

waves than one. 

 

Practice theories gained more momentum around the new millennium with 

Theodore Schatzki’s Social practices: A Wittgensteinian approach to human 

activity and the social (1996) and The practice turn in contemporary theory 

(Schatzki et al. 2001), followed by Andreas Reckwitz’s (2002) Toward a theory of 

social practices: A development in culturalist theorizing. Reckwitz (2002) 

presented practice theory as an alternative to other cultural theories, more 

specifically intersubjectivism, cultural mentalism and textualism, and clarified 

“how practice theory and the three other cultural-theoretical vocabularies differ in 

their localization of the social and in their conceptualization of the body, mind, 

things, knowledge, discourse, structure/process and the agent” (Reckwitz 2002, 

243). Schatzki and Reckwitz built on the work of the earlier first wave practice 

theorists, and their contributions, among others’, can be thought of as the second 

wave of practice theory (Heisserer & Rau 2017). 
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2.3 Defining practices 

 

The term social practice theory is often used in the literature, as is practice theory, 

and there does not seem to be a clear difference between the two. In this thesis 

the shorter version, practice theory, is used. According to Spaargaren et al. 

(2016) there is no single best definition for practices. A good starting point, and 

definitely one of the most cited definitions, is provided by Reckwitz (2002, 249) 

who defines practices as “a routinized type of behavior which consists of several 

elements, interconnected to one other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental 

activities, ‘things’ and their use, a background knowledge in the form of 

understanding, know-how, states of emotion and motivational knowledge”. As 

Shove et al. (2012) highlight, it should be noted that practices, as described here 

by Reckwitz, are not to be confused with individuals’ habits. Reckwitz (2002) 

further explains that a practice forms a kind of block, existing as an 

interconnection of its elements, and cannot be reduced to any single one of them.  

 

Another popular definition is presented by Schatzki (1996, 89), who defines a 

practice as a “temporally unfolding and spatially dispersed nexus of doings and 

sayings”. Schatzki (1996) further elaborates that these doings and sayings are 

linked by four factors, which are practical understandings, general 

understandings, rules and teleoaffective structure. Teleoaffective structure is not 

easy to explain without a lengthy analysis, but in short Schatzki (1996) explains 

that it includes projects, ends, tasks, purposes, beliefs, emotions, and moods. 

Another similar definition is presented by Spaargaren et al. (2016, 8): “social 

practices are shared, routinized, ordinary ways of doings and sayings, enacted 

by knowledgeable and capable human agents who – while interacting with the 

material elements that co-constitute the practice – know what to do next in a non-

discursive, practical manner”. A lot of similarities, as well as differences, can be 

noticed in the aforementioned definitions. 

 

Shove et al. (2012) present their own definition of practice, based on Reckwitz’s 

(2002) definition presented earlier. Their definition consists of three types of 

elements: materials (“including things, technologies, tangible physical entities, 
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the stuff of which objects are made”), meanings (“symbolic meanings, ideas and 

aspirations”) and competences (“skill, know-how and technique”) (Shove et al. 

2012, 14). According to Shove et al. (2012), practices are composed of 

integrations of these three types of elements, that individuals combine in their 

daily doings as carriers of practices. 

 

Following their definition as well as that of Reckwitz, Shove et al. (2012) give an 

example of a practice, in this case skateboarding, which consist of an intricate 

group of physical and mental elements: things and infrastructures (such as 

skateboards and streets), physical capabilities (skills needed to ride a skateboard 

and perform tricks), as well as meanings and norms (what skateboarding means 

to those who engage in it and also to those who do not). Schatzki (1996) uses 

the term practice as entity to describe this bundle of interrelated elements that 

form an identifiable practice. Shove et al. (2012, 7), following their skateboarding 

example, similarly state that “skateboarding exists as a recognizable conjunction 

of elements, consequently figuring as an entity which can be spoken about and 

more importantly drawn upon as a set of resources when doing skateboarding”. 

 

In addition to existing as entities, practices can be thought of as performances 

(Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 1996; Shove et al. 2012; Shove & Pantzar 2007; Warde 

2005). Practice as performance describes the execution or doing of the practice 

by an individual, acting as a carrier of the practice, in a certain moment of time 

(Reckwitz 2002; Schatzki 1996; Shove et al. 2012; Shove & Pantzar 2007; Warde 

2005). The practice survives because of these carriers performing the practice, 

continuously reproducing it (Schatzki 1996; Shove et al. 2012; Shove & Pantzar 

2007; Spaargaren at al. 2016; Warde 2005). Reckwitz emphasizes that the 

carriers do not only reproduce the physical behaviors characteristic to the 

practice, but also mental ones, such as “routinized ways of understanding, 

knowing how and desiring” (Reckwitz 2002, 250). It is important to understand 

that these mental activities are not attributes of the individuals performing the 

practices, but elements of the practice (Reckwitz 2002). Again using their 

skateboarding example, Shove et al. (2012, 8) illustrate this idea of individuals as 

carriers of both mental and physical elements constituting the practice, not as 

individuals possessing those attributes: “the significance, purpose and skill of 
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skateboarding are not simply contained within the heads or bodies of 

skateboarders; rather these features constitute the practice of skateboarding, of 

which the rider is merely a carrier”. 

 

 

2.4 How practices form, endure and disappear 

 

The above has focused on the definitions of practices but not addressed the 

important question of how practices emerge, persist, and disappear. The analysis 

in this thesis follows the ideas of Shove et al. (2012), according to whom practices 

emerge as well as disappear when links are made or broken between the 

elements of the practice. By looking at the elements constituting practices, and 

the links that are being made and being broken, it is possible to analyze the 

stability and change of practices (Shove et al. 2012). The idea that practices 

come to life when certain elements are linked by individuals acting as carriers of 

the practice (practice-as-performance) assumes that the elements are already 

existing in the world, even though they might not be linked yet (Shove et al. 2012). 

A practice that has not yet formed but could do so, meaning that the elements 

exist but are not linked, is called a proto-practice, and a practice that once existed, 

but does not anymore because the links between the (still existing) elements have 

been broken, is called an ex-practice (Shove et al. 2012). So, for a practice to 

endure, the links between its elements must be continuously maintained (Shove 

et al. 2012). Practices change, endure and disappear as the elements they are 

composed of change; what is also important to understand is that changes in one 

element can and often do affect other elements, meaning that the elements shape 

each other and therefore the practice (Shove et al. 2012). 

 

When links between elements are no longer made, various things can happen to 

the elements: material elements can for example become parts of some other 

practice or be simply relabeled as trash, or something that belongs in a museum 

but does not have any practical use anymore (Shove et al. 2012). Similarly to 

materials, competences and meanings can also have multiple fates when they 

are no longer part of a practice: competences can remain in existence even for 
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long periods of time, not linked to other elements to form practices, for example 

in written instructions, or they can be forgotten completely (Shove et al. 2012). 

Meanings, for example associated with driving a car, can also come and go, as 

the history of private cars can illustrate: when cars were first introduced meanings 

of wealth, excitement and leisure were important, but later as more and more 

people were able to afford a car, these meanings were no longer prominent and 

new meanings replaced them or at least joined them in making the practice of car 

driving (Shove et al. 2012). 

 

One aspect that affects practices, in addition to making and breaking links 

between elements, are elements shared by multiple practices (Shove et al. 2012). 

For example, the “notions of masculinity provide a point of connection between 

practices of repairing and driving” (Shove et al. 2012, 36). Car driving, which used 

to require mechanical soundness (competence) and was seen as a thrilling 

activity (meaning), became less thrilling as cars became more reliable, and 

consequently the masculinity associated with driving a car became less 

prominent, simultaneously affecting the practice of driving as well as changing 

the meaning of masculinity (Shove et al. 2012). This shows how changes in one 

practice can affect others if they share elements, highlighting the potential of this 

approach to analyze not just single practices, but broader systems (Shove et al. 

2012). Watson (2012) uses the term systems of practice to describe 

sociotechnical systems and argues that shifts in these systems can be 

understood through the shifts in practices. 

 

 

2.5 The flat ontology of practice theories 

 

Practice theories can be said to assume a flat ontology (e.g. Geels et al. 2011; 

Schatzki 2016; Spaargaren et al. 2016). According to Schatzki (2016, 28) a flat 

ontology means that “the realm of the social is entirely laid out on a single level 

(or, rather, on no level)”. He further explains that this means there can be no 

distinction between various levels of the social, such as micro and macro levels 

(Schatzki 2016). While practice theories, assuming a flat ontology, do not treat 



16 
 

the social as having multiple levels (Schatzki 2016), this is exactly what other 

theoretical perspectives such as the multi-level perspective (MLP) do (Geels 

2005; Geels et al. 2011). There has been lengthy debate or even conflict among 

practice theories and other approaches such as the MLP (e.g. Geels 2011; Geels 

et al. 2011; Schatzki 2016; Shove & Walker 2010), but also attempts to show that 

such conflicts are not necessary, demonstrated by Watson (2012) who argues 

that what the MLP says about the different levels needed to understand 

sociotechnical transitions can be reframed as systems of practice, essentially 

capturing the same idea. This thesis focuses on practice theories and will not 

address the differences of practice theories and the MLP or other approaches in 

more detail besides acknowledging that such debates exist (for a detailed view, 

the aforementioned sources provide a good starting point). 

 

 

2.6 Previous research on mobility practices 

  

Practice theories have been used to study various types of mobility from many 

different viewpoints. By far the most researched aspect of mobility is car driving 

and the role of the private car that continues to dominate people’s mobility as the 

vehicle of choice in many places. Automobility is sustained because of the ways 

in which the practice of driving a car is connected to other routine activities such 

as working (Kent 2013) and because competences, meanings and materials of 

car driving have been shaped in tandem with contemporary socio-technical 

systems (Cass & Faulconbridge 2017). In addition to car driving, other mobility 

practices such as cycling (Larsen 2017; Scheurenbrand et al. 2018; Spotswood 

et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018) and public transport (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016; 

Laakso 2017; Valdez et al. 2018) have been researched. 

 

 

2.6.1 Car driving and automobility 

 

Practice theoretical research on car driving and automobility in general has 

looked at for example driving electric cars and how this differs from driving 
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conventional cars (Ryghaug & Toftaker 2014), car sharing (Kent & Dowling 2013; 

Svennevik et al. 2020), commuting by car (Heisserer & Rau 2017) and how it 

differs from the practice of driving in general (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016), the 

various elements making up the practice of car driving (e.g. Guell et al. 2012; 

Heisserer & Rau 2017; Kent 2015; Rau & Sattlegger 2018; Valdez et al. 2018), 

and how other practices such as online grocery shopping affect car driving 

practices (Berg  & Henriksson 2020). 

 

Different social and cultural meanings are associated with different modes of 

transport (e.g. Cass & Faulconbridge 2016; Heisserer & Rau 2017) and when it 

comes to car driving, it has an important role in fulfilling many of these meanings, 

such as status, independence and flexibility, in many societies (Heisserer & Rau 

2017). According to Kent (2015), positive feelings and experiences associated 

with private cars have become the standard when thinking about comfortable 

daily mobility, and to travel in some other way exposes the individual to various 

inconveniences, such as sharing small spaces with strangers or being exposed 

to bad weather. The strong association of car driving with personal space and 

comfort is also noted by other authors (e.g. Basmajian 2010; Hiscock et al. 2002; 

Ibrahim 2003). Privacy can be a rarity in the fast-paced modern life, as for 

example at workplaces it is increasingly more common not to have a personal 

working space (Kent 2015). The private car can offer this personal space that is 

otherwise hard to come by which can result in people viewing car driving as a 

right and something very fundamental to modern societies (Kent 2015). 

 

Commuting by car is a mundane daily activity for many people but an interesting 

phenomenon when studied through a practice theoretical lens. Commuting by car 

differs from the practice of driving in general but recruits practitioners effectively 

because of the many common elements (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016). The 

specifics of how the practice of commuting is performed differ between individuals 

and there are at least three key factors that affect this: housing situation and 

location, family life and working situation (Heisserer & Rau 2017). More specific 

factors affecting people’s differing commute practices include enjoying 

independence and flexibility, access, or lack of, to public transport, distance from 

home to workplace, and social obligations such as whether or not the individual 
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is responsible for giving someone else a lift (Heisserer & Rau 2017). These 

factors affect people’s commuting practices in many ways: for example a social 

obligation to give a lift to a family member can result in a detour and extra stop 

as well as lack of privacy while commuting by car, whereas having no such 

obligations can result in a more direct and faster commute in privacy (Heisserer 

& Rau 2017). Close distance from home to work can, but not necessarily does, 

increase the perceived attractiveness of public transport or cycling as alternative 

ways to commute (Heisserer & Rau 2017). In their study done in Ireland, 

Heisserer & Rau (2017) found that most of those commuting on foot or by bicycle 

still had a private car and shared the view of car ownership as a necessity with 

those who commuted by car. While the comfort and privacy associated with 

driving a car can be even the primary motivation for choosing to commute by car 

(Kent 2015), there are also contradictory results. Guell et al. (2012) found that for 

most people the commute by car is associated with negative feelings due to 

spending a lot of time sitting in the car stuck in traffic, resulting in more stress and 

being unhealthy in addition to taking up a large part of their day. These results 

highlight that car commuting is not always performed in the same way. 

 

The practice of car sharing, in which individuals rent cars for short-term use (Kent 

& Dowling 2013), differs from car-owning practices in multiple ways (Svennevik 

et al. 2020). While financing, regular maintenance and insurance related matters 

are key elements of car ownership, in car sharing they are responsibilities of the 

service provider, so while they are still part of the practice of car sharing, this is 

not visible to the individual carrying out the practice (Svennevik et al. 2020). 

Elements of car sharing include various materials also characteristic to 

conventional car owning such as roads, traffic lights and parking spaces, but also 

various materials only typical to car sharing, such as smartphone applications or 

smart cards used to book, pay for and access the vehicles (Kent & Dowling 2013). 

Similarly meanings such as collaboration, sharing or technological advancement, 

and competences such as the ability to use a mobile application can be unique 

to the practice of car sharing, while other elements can also be part of car owning 

practices (Kent & Dowling 2013). There can also be differences in how the 

practice of car sharing is performed. Svennevik et al. (2020) state that other 

household related practices can affect car sharing practices and go on to identify 
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three different types of car sharing. In the first one small cars are used mainly for 

running quick errands, in the second larger vehicles are used for leisure trips such 

as family holidays or seasonal trips, while the third one combines aspects of the 

first two (Svennevik et al. 2020). 

 

The practice of driving an electric car shares many elements with the practice of 

driving a conventional car but there are also elements unique to electric car 

driving (Ryghaug & Toftaker 2014). Meanings associated with only electric car 

driving can include future-orientedness or using the car to express commitment 

to sustainability related values, while materials unique to electric car driving 

include for example charging infrastructure (Ryghaug & Toftaker 2014). 

Competences unique to electric car driving can include the changing of driving 

style to increase battery life and consequently driving range (Ryghaug & Toftaker 

2014). Electric car driving can also affect other practices performed by the users, 

for example ones including competences such as awareness on energy 

consumption (Ryghaug & Toftaker 2014), and therefore have sustainability 

implications transcending mobility. 

 

 

2.6.2 Cycling practices 

 

Compared to car driving, practice theoretical studies on cycling are scarcer. 

Larsen (2017) looks at the reproduction of cycling practices in Copenhagen, 

Denmark, as well as how the practice of cycling recruits so many practitioners 

there. Elements of cycling in Copenhagen include materials such as a lot of bikes 

(550,000 bikes, 562,000 population), availability of relatively cheap bicycles, 

cargo-bikes that substitute cars for moving stuff around, bike lanes and easy 

bicycle parking, as well as meanings such as being a rather normal activity free 

of strong identities associated with it, quickness, convenience, flexibility and lack 

of association with environmental responsibility (Larsen 2017). Not having 

environmental values as a key element of cycling can help make it more normal, 

not an activity associated with specific values such as environmental awareness 

(Larsen 2017). When it comes to competences not many are required, as cycling 



20 
 

is not perceived to require a lot of fitness, consequently recruiting practitioners of 

all ages (Larsen 2017). 

 

In contrast to the easy and normalized bicycle riding in Copenhagen (Larsen 

2017), cycling in Las Palmas, Gran Canaria (Scheurenbrand et al. 2018) and in 

the United Kingdom (UK) (Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018) appears to 

be quite different when studied using practice theory. There are a lot of elements 

making cycling in Las Palmas harder, including materials like bad bicycle parking, 

confusing bike lanes, badly functioning public bike system and bicycle theft 

(Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). Bicycle theft is so common that it restricts the ability 

to leave a bicycle parked in fear of it being stolen, and discourages the use of 

new, valuable bicycles (Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). As the use of good bicycles 

and the parking of bicycles is restricted, this makes the practice of cycling a lot 

harder (Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). In addition to materials, competences (or 

lack of) such as poor traffic education and urban cyclists adopting traffic rules 

from cars instead of learning the right of way for bicycles, and meanings (or again, 

lack of) such as the non-association of cycling with commuting combined with 

associations to lack of modernity and progress, help explain why cycling does not 

recruit many practitioners in Las Palmas (Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). 

 

Similarly to Las Palmas, Valdez et al. (2018) found that cycling, especially cycle 

commuting in the city of Milton Keynes, UK is made harder by several elements, 

as did Spotswood et al. (2015) based on their nationally representative sample 

from the UK. These include materials like lack of signed routes and bad lighting 

(Valdez et al. 2018), bad roads (Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018), the 

lack of accessibility to bicycles (most people did not own bicycles), as well as the 

lack of showering facilities at workplaces, relevant for cycle commuting 

(Spotswood et al. 2015). In addition to material elements, various meanings such 

as being unsafe (Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018), confusing (Valdez 

et al. 2018), as well as requiring being brave, environmentally aware, 

adventurous, aggressive and dedicated (Spotswood et al. 2015), also prevented 

people from cycling more often. According to Spotswood et al. (2015), for many 

cycling was also a fast, cheap, and efficient transport mode, and enabled avoiding 

being stuck in traffic, in contrast to the negative meanings listed before. Cycle 
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commuting was also seen by some as fitting only ”lower ranked” workers, and 

was associated with a lesser career focus, less drive for success, being 

unhappier and not being as hard working (Spotswood et al. 2015). Overall, 

cycling, especially cycle commuting, was not seen as a normal activity, and there 

was a clear distinction between the average self-image of the UK population and 

the perceived image of a cyclist (Spotswood et al. 2015). Various competences 

including good knowledge of the cycling paths (Valdez et al. 2018) and 

”negotiating the ’dangerous’ roads” (Spotswood 2015, 29) were also needed to 

cycle in the UK, especially when commuting. Other competences needed, and 

often perceived as missing, to commute by bicycle included the management and 

storage of cycling equipment at work, maintaining good personal hygiene, 

knowing what clothes to wear, and being fit enough (Spotswood et al. 2015). In 

contrast to cycle commuting, the material and competence restrictions did not 

apply as much to leisure cycling, which was seen as a more pleasant or normal 

activity (Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018). 

 

The differences between cycle commuting and leisure cycling are also 

acknowledged in other studies (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016; Scheurenbrand et 

al. 2018). According to Cass & Faulconbridge (2016), in the UK multiple material 

elements are part of cycle commuting but not all cycling. These can include 

lighting, waterproof clothes, a change of clothes, showers at the workplace and 

a towel, as well as the ability to carry these on the bicycle (Cass & Faulconbridge 

2016). Bicycle parking can also be especially relevant for bicycle commuting 

(Larsen 2017; Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). Lighting and waterproof clothing can 

be relevant for cycle commuting because the time of commuting is not usually 

decidable by the individual and the commute has to happen even in dark and 

rainy weather, whereas the timing and therefore weather conditions for leisure 

cycling are often at the discretion of the practitioner (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016). 

Cycle commuting therefore requires the competence of being comfortable in any 

weather, as well as knowing how to use the proper equipment (Cass & 

Faulconbridge 2016). Meanings of cycle commuting, according to Cass & 

Faulconbridge (2016) include combining outdoor activity and exercise with the 

inherent purpose of the commute: to get from one’s home to the workplace. 
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2.6.3 Public transport 

 

Compared to car driving and cycling, practice theoretical literature on public 

transport use is very scarce. According to Cass & Faulconbridge (2016), bus 

commuting in two cities in the UK (Lancaster, Brighton and Hove) included, 

besides the obvious buses and roads, material elements of bus shelters, a dense 

bus service network and umbrellas or rain coats, competences of passengering 

(ability to travel comfortably without being disturbed by others) and navigating 

between bus routes, and meanings of productive time and being environmentally 

friendly. Of these elements, a dense bus service network, navigating between 

bus routes, passengering and productive time, were elements unique to bus 

commuting but not bus use in general, illustrating that the practice of public 

transport based commuting can have different elements than generic public 

transport use (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016). Valdez et al. (2018) studied the 

development of a smart transport application in the city of Milton Keynes, UK. 

They found that the low population density of the area affected public transport 

use negatively, as participants of their study reported long walking distances to 

bus stops, a key material element hindering public transport use (Valdez et al. 

2018). Meanings of public transport were also mostly negative, including loss of 

personal control and lack of reliability, and it was seen as a last resort if all other 

mobility options were exhausted (Valdez et al. 2018). According to Valdez et al. 

(2018), several competences were also required to use public transportation In 

Milton Keynes, including detailed knowledge of routes and timetables, and being 

able to withstand long waiting times at bus stops. They conclude that 

technologies such as a smart mobility application can mainly address the 

competence elements of public transport use (Valdez et al. 2018). 

 

Svennevik et al. (2020) make a specific point regarding hobby and leisure related 

mobility in Oslo, Norway, stating that good public transportation routes to skiing 

locations could contribute to reduced car ownership in cities. Larsen (2017) points 

out that in the city of Copenhagen, Denmark, where cycling is very popular, public 

transport is often seen as slow, expensive, and lacking flexibility. Laakso (2017), 

adopting a practice theoretical approach to study effects of giving up cars and 

instead receiving free public transport tickets in the city of Jyväskylä, Finland, 
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found that in a geographically large area such as Jyväskylä, there are not enough 

resources to maintain an ideally working public transport system. Consequently, 

lack of material elements such as good coverage of bus routes and high 

frequency of services, were found to discourage people from switching from car 

use to public transport (Laakso 2017). 

 

 

3 Materials and methods 

 

3.1 Data collection 

 

I chose semi-structured interviews as the method for data collection. A semi-

structured interview builds around predetermined themes and specific questions 

related to them (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). Semi-structured interviews were 

chosen over in-depth interviews because the theoretical framework for this study 

was predetermined. Having themes and specific questions based on the 

theoretical framework would produce data better suitable for answering the 

research question, compared to an in-depth interview, where only the studied 

phenomenon and some open questions are predetermined and the interviewer 

comes up with more questions based on previous answers as the interview 

proceeds (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). 

 

A clear advantage of interviews as a method for data collection is flexibility, as 

the interviewer has the chance to repeat questions, correct misunderstandings 

and engage in a dialogue with the interviewee, while for example open question 

surveys don’t offer this kind of flexibility (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). This flexibility 

was a key factor why I chose to conduct interviews instead of, for example, a 

survey. Another advantage of interviews is that the interviewer has the chance to 

observe not only what is said, but how it is said (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018), a 

technique that was not utilized in this study. Observing and analyzing for example 

the tone of voice or body language of the interviewees would not help answer the 

research questions, so I decided to not use it. 
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The data consist of nine individual interviews that took place in March and April 

2021. The interviews were conducted remotely using the video conferencing 

software Zoom. The interviews were recorded, and their duration varied from 43 

to 60 minutes. The participants were given the choice of being interviewed in 

Finnish or English and they all chose Finnish. I chose employees of the University 

of Helsinki as the population of this study. I made this choice entirely for practical 

reasons, as these were people that I knew would be likely to agree to an interview, 

and that I would be able to contact easily by email. As every person is an expert 

on their own daily life, there was no special knowledge or other requirements for 

the participants. I did not have any particular interest in the mobility practices of 

university employees specifically and could have chosen for example students 

as the population instead. I chose university staff over students because I 

assumed that owning a car was a rarity among students, making it likely that 

university staff would have more variety in their mobility practices. I also assumed 

that university staff were more likely to have families, a factor that could affect 

their mobility practices and result in richer data. 

 

The interviews were divided into two main parts. The participants were asked 

about four different kinds of mobility practices, first before the coronavirus 

pandemic and then during it: 

 

-       commuting practices, 

-       grocery shopping and related mobility practices, 

-       hobby and leisure related mobility practices, and 

-     other mobility practices (anything not belonging to the previous three 

categories). 

 

Both parts of the interviews followed this structure, going through each of these 

four categories and focusing on one kind of elements, materials, meanings, or 

competences, at a time. At the start of both parts the participants were also asked 

to describe their entire average day from a mobility perspective. The questions 

were designed in a way that required no knowledge of practice theory by the 

participants. All the participants were talkative and provided thorough answers to 

the questions, and overall, the interviews proceeded smoothly. The interview 
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structure was not followed in the exact same order in each interview, as the 

participants often answered multiple questions at once, for example also 

describing their grocery shopping related mobility in detail when asked about their 

commuting. Some questions were also skipped if appropriate. For example, when 

a participant said they had no hobby related mobility needs during the pandemic, 

no further questions related to this topic were necessary. See Appendix 1 for the 

full interview structure. 

 

The interviewees were employees of the University of Helsinki during and before 

the coronavirus pandemic. In addition, participant 1 (Alex) had temporary 

employment elsewhere. Participant 6 (Morgan) had moved during the pandemic 

and the location of their workplace had also changed. These factors do not 

prevent using the data on participant 1 and participant 6 in this study, because 

the aim is not to standardize all other factors affecting mobility practices besides 

the coronavirus pandemic. 

 

I thought it likely that interviewing people who work in different campuses at the 

University of Helsinki would produce richer mobility related data than interviewing 

people from only one campus. Resources allowed for selecting three out of four 

campuses. The City Centre campus was chosen because it is the most urban, 

right in the Helsinki city center, Viikki Campus because it is located the furthest 

away from the city center in a more rural setting, and Kumpula Campus because 

it is situated between the previous two campuses in a semi-urban environment 

outside the city center. See Figure 2 in the results chapter for a map of the 

locations of the campuses. 

 

The search for interviewees was conducted using the University’s website. First, 

a campus was selected, followed by a random faculty from that campus and then 

a random unit within that faculty, finally choosing a random person listed as an 

employee there. Twelve people, four from each of the three chosen campuses, 

were initially selected using this method, and they were contacted directly by 

email. I decided that ten interviews were the maximum I would be able to conduct. 

I chose to contact 12 people because I thought it extremely unlikely that everyone 

would respond and agree to an interview, but also did not want to contact too 
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many people and have to turn some of them down if I got too many yes answers. 

I chose this method over, for example, sending a public email to all staff calling 

for volunteers to be interviewed, because I thought that if I contacted people 

directly explaining that they had been randomly selected from the University staff, 

there would be a high chance of them agreeing to the interview. This turned out 

to be the case, as eight out of the twelve people agreed to be interviewed. I then 

contacted one more random person and they agreed to the interview, bringing 

the total number of interviewees to nine, three from each of the chosen 

campuses. 

 

 

3.2 Determining the number of interviewees 

 

In qualitative research a very common question to ask, and one with no 

straightforward answer, is how many interviews are enough (e.g. Baker & 

Edwards 2012; Hennink et al. 2017; Mason 2010; Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). 

Saturation is a widely used principle in qualitative research when deciding how 

large a sample should be (Hennink et al. 2017). However, it is also common that 

researchers report having achieved saturation but do not provide adequate 

justification why they think so, or even a definition they have used for saturation 

(Hennink et al. 2017). The concept of theoretical saturation originates from 

grounded theory and was first introduced by Glaser & Strauss (1967) as a 

process in which data is collected and analyzed until new theoretical insights are 

no longer found. Saturation has since been defined by a variety of authors. For 

example, according to Fusch & Ness (2015), saturation is achieved when enough 

information has been attained to replicate the study and when no more coding of 

the data is viable, and according to Guest et al. (2006) when new themes or 

information are no longer found from the data. 

 

In addition to the difficulty of choosing from the multiple definitions, many other 

problems and challenges exist related to saturation. Trying to obtain saturation 

requires combining sampling with data collection and analysis, preventing the 

researcher from treating them as separate steps in the process (Baker & Edwards 
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2012). This also means that the amount of data, for example the number of 

interviews, cannot be determined at the start of the research project (Baker & 

Edwards 2012). In many cases research proposals require the data collection 

process, including the number of interviews, to be stated in advance (Guest et al. 

2006). Researchers with limited time or funding for a study are often forced to 

collect what data they can and abandon the idea of saturation (Guest et al. 2006; 

Mason 2010). Based on the challenges associated with saturation and due to the 

limited resources available for this thesis, I decided it was not possible to apply 

the concept of saturation to decide the sample size for this thesis. 

 

According to Mason (2010), based on a sample of 560 PhD level theses from a 

British database using qualitative interviews for data collection, the average 

number of interviews conducted was 31, ranging from 1 to 95. It was not 

uncommon, depending on the field and type of study, that the data for a PhD 

thesis consisted of ten or less interviews (Mason 2010). Even though it is not 

possible to directly compare British PhD theses and a master’s thesis from the 

University of Helsinki, it could be argued that if a multiple year project such as a 

PhD thesis uses on average 31 interviews as data, then nine interviews for a five 

month project such as a master’s thesis should not be considered as low. 

According to Tuomi & Sarajärvi (2018) especially in master’s and lower level 

theses, resources, such as time and money, are often the determining factor 

when deciding on the sample size. Baker & Edwards (2012) similarly point out 

that available time, as well as the level of degree are key practical issues to take 

into account. The timeframe for finishing this thesis was clearly determined as 

graduation depended on it, as well as based on the fact that according to the 

University of Helsinki guidelines, a certain amount of study credits should 

correspond to a certain number of hours working. Based on aforementioned 

methodology literature, limited resources and after consulting with my thesis 

supervisors, I decided that nine interviews were a reasonable sample size for this 

thesis. 
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3.3 Method for data analysis: theory-based content analysis 

 

I chose qualitative content analysis as the method for analyzing the data. Content 

analysis is a versatile analysis method that can be applied to multiple different 

kinds of data, including texts, audio, and video (e.g. Krippendorff 2018; Stemler 

2015; Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). Content analysis allows for the systematic and 

objective analysis of different documents (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). The main 

idea of content analysis could be summarized as condensing a lot of information 

into fewer distinct categories (Elo & Kyngäs 2008). 

 

It is evident from previous literature that content analysis is not one clearly defined 

analysis technique but can take different shapes and forms. Hsieh & Shannon 

(2005) present three distinct versions of content analysis: conventional, directed, 

and summative. A main difference between these methods is that in conventional 

content analysis the categories for coding are derived from the data and in 

directed content analysis at least initially from a predetermined theory, while 

summative content analysis focuses on counting and comparing keywords or 

other content (Hsieh & Shannon 2005). Content analysis is also often categorized 

as inductive or deductive (e.g. Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Hennink et al. 2017; Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi 2018). This division is based on the logic used in the study, which in 

deductive analysis goes from general to specific and in inductive analysis from 

specific to general (e.g. Elo & Kyngäs 2008; Hennink et al. 2017; Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi 2018). In inductive content analysis the coding categories are 

determined from the data, while in deductive content analysis they are based on 

some existing theory (Elo & Kyngäs 2008). Tuomi & Sarajärvi (2018) present yet 

another division of content analysis into three categories: data-driven, theory-

guided, and theory-based. In both data-driven and theory-guided content analysis 

the units of analysis are not predetermined but are derived from the data (Tuomi 

& Sarajärvi 2018). The difference between these two is not straightforward but in 

theory-guided analysis there is some noticeable influence of previous theory, but 

the units of analysis are not directly based on it (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). In 

theory-based content analysis the units of analysis are clearly based on an 

existing theory (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). 
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In this thesis, practice theory, more specifically the adaptation by Shove et al. 

(2012) in which they define practices as consisting of three different kinds of 

elements, material, meaning and competence, was chosen as a theoretical 

framework before the method for data gathering, the specific research questions 

or analysis methods were determined. The choice of this theoretical framework 

determined how the research questions were phrased and predetermined the 

units of analysis as the three kinds of elements of practices. Therefore, based on 

existing methodology literature, the method for data analysis used in this thesis 

is best described as qualitative theory-based content analysis. 

 

 

3.4 Analyzing the data 

 

First step in analyzing the data was transcribing the interviews, resulting in a total 

of 149 pages of transcript in Finnish. The transcripts were then translated into 

English, excluding parts that were identified as not relevant, such as introductions 

at the start of the interviews. Translating data to another language can have 

consequences for the analysis of the results and therefore the findings of the 

study (e.g. Birbili 2000; Temple 1997; Temple & Young 2004). The relationship 

between the researcher and the translator can also affect the validity of the 

research (Edwards 1998), which was not a problem in this study as I executed 

the whole research process by myself, including translation. Decisions made 

during translation can affect the reliability of the research, and therefore both 

cultural knowledge and language proficiency are required (Birbili 2000; Denzin & 

Lincoln 2000). All the participants, as well as I, are native Finnish speakers and 

none of them had a noticeable accent that would have made understanding what 

they were saying harder. None of them also used words or expressions that were 

unfamiliar to me. I did not observe any cultural differences that would have 

affected how the participants understood or talked about their mobility, or that 

would have affected my ability to understand what they meant. I also did not 

notice anything in the translation process that could have significantly affected 

the results. However, even though unlikely, I acknowledge that it is possible that 
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the results could have been affected by some inaccuracy in the translation 

process. 

 

After translation the transcripts were analyzed using an analysis framework 

shown in Figure 1, based on Shove et al. (2012). An analysis framework allows 

separating parts of the data that fit the framework from parts that do not (Tuomi 

& Sarajärvi 2018). To help with the data analysis, a summary of the participants 

was also created, and can be seen in Table 2. 

 

 

    Elements   

Practice Materials: 
 

● things 
● technologies 
● tangible physical              

entities 
● the stuff of which 

objects are made 

Meanings: 
 

● symbolic meanings 
● ideas 
● aspirations 

Competences: 
 

● skill 
● know-how 
● technique 

XXXXXXXX ● XXX 
● XXXXX 

● XX 
● XXXXXX 
● XXXXX 

● XXXX 
● XXX 

XXXXXXXX ● XXX 
● XXXX 
● XXX 

● XXXX 
● XXX 

● XXXX 

 
Figure 1: The analysis framework; based on Shove et al. (2012). 

 

 

Five copies were made of each of the transcripts, four for each of the different 

categories of mobility practices described before, and the fifth for analyzing links 

between practices. This was done to make color coding easier, as the same 

colors could be used in each of the transcript copies for the three different types 

of elements of practices both before and during the coronavirus pandemic, 

resulting in six different code categories (Table 1). 
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Table 1: Codes used in the analysis 

 

Code number Code color Description 

1 Dark red   Material element before the pandemic 

2 Dark green   Meaning element before the pandemic 

3 Dark Blue   Competence element before the pandemic 

4 Light red   Material element during the pandemic 

5 Light green   Meaning element during the pandemic 

6 Light blue   Competence element during the pandemic 

 

 

After going through all the transcripts several times and coding all different 

elements of relevant practices with their designated colors, the data was 

transferred to Excel-tables according to the analysis framework. An example of 

this is presented in Table 3 in the results chapter, which shows the participants’ 

most common commuting practices before the coronavirus pandemic. Eight of 

these tables were compiled of the data, one for each of the different types of 

practices before and during the pandemic respectively. Placing the tables side by 

side allowed the analysis of changes in different practices. Links between 

different practices were analyzed similarly, finding all instances where the 

participants described connections between different practices, and color coding 

these parts of the transcript using the same six codes. Instead of tables, written 

summaries of connections between different practices were made for each of the 

participants. 
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Table 2: Summary of the participants. To protect the anonymity of the participants, 
household type and residential area are given in broad categories. Distances to the 
workplace are estimates and rounded to the nearest half kilometer. 

 

Participant 

number 

Pseudonym 

of 

participant 

Household 

type 

Access 

to a car 

Residential 

area 

Workplace 

location 

Distance to 

workplace 

Usual 

commute 

Main transport 

modes in daily 

life 

1 Alex 1 Single No Helsinki 

western 

major district 

City Centre 10 km Train Public transport, 

bicycle, walking 

2 Billie Single No Helsinki 

northeastern 

major district 

Viikki 5 km Bus or 

Bicycle 

Public transport, 

bicycle, walking 

3 Casey Single Yes Vanha-Espoo 

major district 

City Centre 20 km Train Public transport, 

car, 

bicycle 

4 Jules Couple Yes Helsinki central 

major district 

City Centre 1.5 km Walking Public transport, 

walking, bicycle, 

car 

5 Kim Multi-

generation 

with children 

Yes Helsinki 

eastern 

major district 

Viikki 10 km Bus or 

Bicycle 

Public transport, 

bicycle, car 

6 Morgan 2 Couple with 

children 

Yes Helsinki 

northeastern 

major district 

Kumpula  5 km Bus Public transport, 

car, walking 

7 Pat Couple Yes Helsinki central 

major district 

Kumpula 1.5 km Walking Walking, bicycle, 

car, public 

transport 

8 Robin Couple with 

children 

Yes Helsinki 

eastern 

major district 

Viikki / 

City Center 

10 km / 15 

km 

Bicycle / 

Metro 

Bicycle, public 

transport, 

car, walking 

9 Taylor Couple with 

children 

Yes Helsinki central 

major district 

Kumpula 1.5 km Walking Walking, car, 

bicycle 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1
 Alex had temporary employment elsewhere during the pandemic. The values in the table describe the times they worked 

at the University. 
 
2
 Morgan had moved during the pandemic and the location of their workplace had also changed. The table describes the 

situation before they moved. 
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3.5 Research context 

 

Helsinki is a city where many different transport modes are widely used. Of trips 

done inside the Helsinki metropolitan area in 2018, 39 % were done using a car, 

29 % by walking, 22 % using public transport, and 9 % by cycling (HSL 2019). 

The coverage of the public transport system in Helsinki is good and a Journey 

Planner application allows for easy checking of routes and timetables. In 2020 

the coronavirus pandemic had a large impact on mobility in Helsinki, as during an 

average autumn weekday the number of passengers crossing the Helsinki 

peninsula border by public transport decreased by 49 %, and the number of 

people by cars by 8 % compared to the previous year (City of Helsinki 2021). The 

number of pedestrians in the Helsinki city center decreased by 43 % compared 

to 2019, while the popularity of cycling remained on its previous level (City of 

Helsinki 2021). 

 

Several restrictions and suggestions have been issued by the Finnish 

Government and regional actors during the pandemic, including closing down 

certain public spaces, closing down restaurants or limiting the maximum 

customers allowed inside, and strongly advocating for the use of face masks in 

public places and public transport. However, there has not been a lockdown in 

Finland, meaning that the movement of people, such as being able to leave home 

only for certain reasons, has not been limited. The University of Helsinki issued 

a strong recommendation for remote work in March 2020, the enforcement of 

which might have varied between faculties. If necessary due to the nature of 

tasks, working at the University premises has been possible with special 

arrangements. In general, all events including meetings, conferences and thesis 

defenses were held remotely as online events from March 2020 to June 2021. 

Some exceptions to these restrictions and guidelines might have taken place. 
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3.6 Ethical considerations 

 

Research ethics have been considered in detail throughout the research process. 

According to the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK (2019) 

research participants have the right to participate voluntarily, discontinue 

participation or withdraw their consent to participate at any point, be informed 

about the research process and processing of personal data, and be told truthfully 

what the aims of the research are. The participants were asked for their consent 

both by email during the recruitment of the interviewees, and again orally before 

starting the interviews. The participants were not pressured in any way to answer 

any questions they did not want to, and they had the right to withdraw from the 

process at any time. The participants were told about the research aims, as well 

as how the data would be stored and processed. The interview recordings were 

stored behind a locked door on a USB-drive, which also required a password to 

access. I was the only person who had access to the data. The participants were 

also told that the data would be deleted on 31.12.2021 at the latest, or when the 

thesis had been completed. Before starting the interviews, the participants were 

also asked if they had any questions related to the interviews or the research 

process in general. 

 

A choice that some readers might find unconventional is that the gender and age 

of the participants are not reported in this study. This is first because I wanted to 

focus as much as possible on the practices themselves, not the individuals 

carrying out the practices. The focus of this thesis is on the practices themselves 

and how they change, not on who the practitioners or carriers of a certain practice 

are likely to be. It is true that there might be, and probably are, differences in 

mobility practices between different genders or age cohorts but analyzing these 

was not the purpose of this study. Furthermore, the research design of this thesis 

is not best suited for studying the effects of demographic variables on how 

individuals carry out practices, and a quantitative approach might be more 

appropriate. Secondly, not reporting the age and gender of the participants helps 

greatly in protecting their anonymity. As I was not going to use this information in 

the analysis, research ethically I felt like it was the right choice to leave it out. 
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Before any analysis was done, the participants were also given gender neutral 

pseudonyms to protect their anonymity. Their residential area and household 

compositions are also only given in broad categories to further protect their 

anonymity. 

 

 

4 Results 

 

Results of the study are presented in this chapter, answering the two research 

questions. The results are presented in two main sections. First, in section 1.1 

the results about the participants’ mobility practices before the coronavirus 

pandemic are presented followed by the participants’ mobility practices during the 

coronavirus pandemic in section 1.2. These two sections are divided into four 

subsections, each focusing on a particular mobility category. Section 1.1.1 

focusing on the participants’ commuting practices before the pandemic is further 

divided into three subsections for easier reading. 

 

 

4.1 Mobility practices before the coronavirus pandemic 

 

4.1.1 Commuting practices before the pandemic 

 

All the participants besides Alex and Billie either owned or had leased a car, or 

through other arrangements had a car at their household’s disposal. However, 

none of the participants used a car as their primary transport mode for commuting 

and only two, Morgan and Robin, used a car for commuting even occasionally. A 

material element that multiple participants said disincentivized them from 

commuting by car was the difficulty or expensiveness of parking. Three of the 

participants primarily walked (Jules, Pat, Taylor), three primarily took public 

transport (Alex, Casey, Morgan) and three alternated between taking public 

transport and cycling to work (Billie, Kim, Robin). The results for commuting 

practices before the coronavirus pandemic are presented in three sections, each 

focusing on one of these groups. The elements forming the participants’ most 
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common commuting practices before the coronavirus pandemic are presented in 

Table 3 and the rough locations of their places of residence and workplaces in 

Figure 2. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2: The locations of where the participants live (red circles) and where they work 
(blue circles), with black arrows and pictures of transport modes representing their 
commute. The blue circles show the locations of the three campuses where the 
participants work. The red circles were drawn randomly so that the participants’ places 
of residence fell within the circles, so the participants could live anywhere within the 
circle, not necessarily in the middle of it. This was done to protect the anonymity of the 
participants. 

 

 

4.1.1.1 Group 1: commute by public transport 

 

Out of the three participants using primarily public transport, Alex and Casey took 

the train and Morgan took the bus. Casey always took the train and did not 

engage in any alternative ways of commuting, while Alex also cycled from time 

to time, a commuting practice they associated with exercising. None of their 

commutes required changing vehicles. The most important material element for 

Casey was the short distance from home to the train station, while meanings they 

associated with commuting by train included easiness, comfort, quickness and 

being ecological. Alex also had a short distance from home to the train station. In 

addition, Alex mentioned spacious trains and the abundance of natural light as 

important material elements. Meanings Alex associated with their commute by 



37 
 

train included being fast, easy, reliable, and comfortable. They said that to cycle 

instead of taking public transport they needed the possibility to shower at the 

destination, which hindered them from performing this practice as showering 

possibilities were limited at their workplace. Their bicycle had also recently broken 

down and they mentioned the ability to maintain one’s bicycle as a key 

competence for cycle commuting. 

 

Morgan who mainly commuted by bus also occasionally cycled or walked to work 

in summertime and was one of the two participants who also sometimes 

commuted by car. Morgan did not give a very detailed description of their 

commute by bus. They said that weather conditions and the season played a 

part, as they mostly took the bus during wintertime or if the weather was bad and 

took the car if they did not take the bus. Walking was Morgan’s favorite way of 

commuting but they did not perform this practice that often as it required both the 

competence of feeling awake and physically capable in the morning, the material 

elements of good weather and the right season (not winter), as well as not being 

in a hurry, a combination that most often did not happen. This resulted in them 

usually taking the bus also in summertime and in good weather or taking the car 

if they didn’t take the bus, making the car their second most used transport mode 

for commuting. They liked walking and associated it with enjoying the outdoors in 

good weather, the capability to think clearly, and saw it as a productive time to 

think about work related things. Morgan also sometimes cycled to work which 

they also only performed from time to time because of the same requirements 

mentioned for walking. They thought that cycling to work was quite enjoyable but 

too fast to get the same enjoyment of being able to think as they did by walking. 

 

“Walking is number one for me. Cycling is ok but I don’t get the same 

enjoyment. It’s a little bit too fast.”  

- Morgan 
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Table 3: The participants’ commuting practices before the pandemic. 

 

  

   

Elements 
of practices   

Participant Commuting by Materials Meanings Competences 

Alex 
(1) 

Train ● Short distance to train station 
● A lot of space on the train 
● A lot of light 
● Spacious seats 

● Space to stand 
● Simple railroad network 
● Laptop 

● Practical 
● Fast 
● Easy 
● Comfortable 

● Quiet 
● It's nice being on a train 

● Basic knowledge of the 
railroad network 

Billie 
(2) 

Bus ● Direct route ● Fast 
● Convenient 
● No need to use a car 
● Time to use for working 

● Hard to detach from work 

 

Billie 
(2) 

Bicycle ● Normal clothes 
● A lot of bicycle parking space 

● Weather conditions 

● Fast 
● Convenient 

● Cooling 
● Being outside 
● Exercise 
● Freedom 
● Detaching from work 

● Fitness to cycle 
● Planning ahead to return 

straight home from work 
● Ability to maintain bicycle 

Casey 
(3) 

Train ● Short distance to train station 
● Ticket machine 
● Mobile ticket app 

● Good quality trains 
● Work related papers 

● Fast 
● Easy 
● Effortless 

● Comfortable 
● Reliable 
● Functioning 
● Ecological 

● Using an app to check if the 
train is late 

● Knowing the location of 
ticket machines if the mobile 
app is not working 

Jules 
(4) 

Walking ● Short distance to work ● Fast 

● Easy 
● Comfortable 
● Nice views 
● Fresh air 

● Ability to withstand bad 
weather and still walk 

Kim 
(5) 

Bus ● Season 
● Weather 
● Backpack to fit a laptop 

● Environmentally friendly 
● Avoiding using a car 
● Fast 
● Comfortable 

● Relaxing 
● Clears the head 
● Positive 
● Time to get some work done 

 

Kim 
(5) 

Bicycle ● Season 
● Weather 
● Storage rack on bicycle 
● Good bicycle parking at work 

● Backpack to fit a laptop 

● Environmentally friendly 
● Avoiding using a car 
● Fast 
● Exercise 

● Comfortable 
● Relaxing 
● Clears the head 
● Positive 

● Sufficient fitness for cycling 

Morgan 
(6) 

Bus ● Weather 
● Season 

  

Pat 
(7) 

Walking ● Short distance ● Comfortable 
● Enjoyable 
● Fast 
● Good for mental health 

● Time to relax and unwind 
● Personal time 

● Physical ability to walk 

Robin 
(8) 

Bicycle ● Suitable distance for cycling 
● Good cycleways 

● Showers 
● Suitable equipment and clothes 

for cycling 

● Laptop 

● Convenient 
● Exercise 

● Detaching from work 
● No need to exercise separately 

● Physical ability 
● Ability to withstand bad 

weather and changing 
conditions 

● Keeping calendar up to date 
and knowing where and 
how to commute the next 
day 

Robin 
(8) 

Metro ● Direct route 
● Laptop 
● Season 

● Time to work 
● Easy 
● A likely place to catch a flu 

● Keeping calendar up to date 
and knowing where and 
how to commute the next 
day 

● Avoiding public transport 
during flu season 

Taylor 
(9) 

Walking ● Short distance ● Detaching from work 

● Exercise 
● Ecological  
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4.1.1.2 Group 2: alternating between public transport and cycling 

 

Out of the three participants who alternated between public transport and cycling, 

Billie and Kim only cycled from spring until fall on days the weather was good, 

while taking the bus the rest of the time. Material elements of both commuting by 

bus and by bicycle mentioned by Kim included the weather, the season, and a 

backpack to fit a laptop in. Kim associated similar meanings with both commuting 

practices, including being environmentally friendly, avoiding using a car, clearing 

the head, as well as being quick, comfortable, and relaxing. In addition, Kim 

associated commuting by bicycle with exercise and commuting by bus with being 

able to work. 

 

“Commuting by bicycle or bus, including a short walk to and from the bus 

stops, is very relaxing. It's good practice in clearing the head and, yeah, 

it makes me relaxed.” 

- Kim 

 

Billie also associated commuting by bus with being able to work and not needing 

to use a car, as well as being fast and convenient, and commuting by bicycle with 

exercise and quickness. In addition, Billie associated commuting by bicycle with 

freedom, being in the outdoors and detaching from work, the latter of which they 

specifically mentioned was hard when commuting by bus. Billie also occasionally 

commuted on foot, a practice they associated with being outdoors, but only one 

way, as they felt that because of the distance, walking to and back from work 

would be too time consuming. 

 

Robin, who also alternated between cycling and public transport cycled around 

the year and made their choice each day based on the location of the workplace 

as they worked in two different locations. They felt the city center was too far 

away to commute both ways by bicycle and they instead took the metro. They 

also stated that the ability to shower at the workplace and having access to a 

locker room were important material elements for commuting by bicycle, and that 

these were not available at their workplace in the City Centre Campus. Other 

important material elements of Robin’s commute by bicycle included good 
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cycleways and proper clothes and equipment, while competences for cycling to 

work included good fitness and the ability to withstand bad weather and changing 

conditions. Robin associated commuting by bicycle with exercise, convenience 

and detaching from work, while the meanings they associated with commuting by 

metro included time for working, being easy and being a likely place to catch a 

flu. A competence required for their commute therefore was the ability to avoid 

public transport during the worst flu season. Robin also, on occasion, commuted 

a rather long distance on foot, sometimes switching to metro halfway through. 

For them commuting on foot meant exercise and required the competence of 

planning in advance where they were going to work the next day, as they did not 

want to carry their laptop with them while commuting on foot. Robin was also one 

of the two participants who occasionally commuted by car, but only rarely and if 

there were no other reasonable options. 

 

 

4.1.1.3 Group 3: commute on foot 

 

Of those three who primarily walked to work, Jules and Pat also occasionally 

cycled, while Taylor almost never did anything but walk to work. Jules used a 

public bicycle instead of their own bicycle, and sometimes took the tram if the 

weather was extremely bad. The only material element mentioned by all three 

was the short distance from home to the workplace. Taylor was the only one who 

associated walking to work with exercise. For Taylor commuting on foot also 

meant detaching from work. Both Jules and Pat felt that their commute on foot 

was fast and comfortable. In addition, Jules associated their commute with nice 

views and getting fresh air, and Pat with mental health benefits, personal time, 

and time to relax and unwind. 

 

“Walking is so robust that you can always walk to work, even in bad 

weather.” 

- Jules  

 

Jules said that the main reason they only occasionally cycled instead of walking, 

even though the cycleways were good, was that because of the short distance, 
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walking was almost as fast. If they did cycle, the reason for choosing a public 

bicycle instead of their own bicycle was the poor bicycle parking at the workplace. 

They said that if the bicycle parking was better, they would cycle to work more 

often using their own bicycle. Pat said that the bicycle parking at their workplace 

was good and that they enjoyed cycling, but they rarely did because it was too 

fast. They felt like they didn’t get the important personal time to relax and unwind 

because of the fast commute by bicycle, and therefore preferred walking. 

According to the participants, commuting on foot did not require any special 

competence, besides the ability to withstand bad weather mentioned by Jules 

and the obvious physical ability to walk mentioned by Pat. 

 

“Cycling is too fast. When I walk home from work it’s fifteen minutes of 

personal time which is really important to me.” 

- Pat 

 

 

4.1.2 Grocery shopping and related mobility practices before the 

pandemic 

 

Out of the nine participants, four (Alex, Jules, Pat, Taylor) primarily took care of 

their grocery shopping on foot and three used a car (Casey, Morgan, Robin). Billie 

primarily took the bicycle when grocery shopping during the summer as they 

usually combined grocery shopping with their commute. Outside of the cycling 

season Billie took the bus from work to home and combined this with grocery 

shopping near the workplace. Billie also sometimes went grocery shopping from 

home, not combining it with their commute, in which case they walked a short 

distance to a nearby store. Kim primarily picked up small amounts of groceries 

by bicycle a few times a week as another person in their household took care of 

most of the grocery shopping by car, visiting a larger supermarket about once a 

week. Most of the participants went grocery shopping a few times a week, many 

finding it hard to specify exactly how many times on average this would have 

been. The exceptions were Alex and Morgan who said that they, or someone else 

in their household, went grocery shopping every day or almost every day. 
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Those who primarily took care of their grocery shopping on foot all had a grocery 

store within what they considered a short walking distance from home. This 

distance varied from under 100 meters to around 1,5 kilometers. Taylor was the 

only one of them who frequently combined grocery shopping with their commute 

on foot, while the other three usually left home just to shop for groceries. Taylor 

also often used a portable shopping cart with wheels to help transport the 

groceries home.  Jules sometimes combined their grocery shopping with their 

commute but said that this did not make any difference because the store was so 

close to their home anyway. Jules also ordered a part of their groceries online 

and had them delivered to their home and in addition bought for example fresh 

produce in the nearby grocery store throughout the week. Pat and Taylor 

sometimes went grocery shopping by car in a larger supermarket further away 

from home, but this happened quite rarely. 

 

Morgan often combined their grocery shopping with their commute by car. Casey 

usually left home a couple times a week by car just to go grocery shopping about 

a kilometer away. Casey’s reason for choosing the car was the distance which 

for them was too long to carry heavy grocery bags by hand. Sometimes Casey 

took the bicycle instead of the car, but only rarely if they had to buy something 

small. In addition, they often combined their commute by train with shopping, 

picking up some groceries after work before taking the train home. Casey liked 

to combine picking up a few groceries with their commute because this meant 

they did not have to use the car to get to the grocery store. They were, however, 

only able to make small purchases like this because carrying heavy bags was too 

difficult. Robin went grocery shopping by car from home about once a week, 

supplementing this with visits to a nearby grocery store on foot when needed. 

 

Five of the nine participants saw grocery shopping as a nice or pleasant activity 

while the rest had a neutral stand or felt that grocery shopping was annoying or 

a necessity. All those who went grocery shopping by car felt that it was a 

necessity or annoying, but this was not due to them going by car, but rather how 

they felt about the practice of grocery shopping as a whole, including going to the 

store, selecting the groceries and travelling home. All participants felt that grocery 

shopping was easy or at least did not mention that it was hard or required any 
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special effort. Apart from Taylor who saw walking to the grocery store as 

ecological, and Kim who saw grocery shopping as a break from daily doings, 

none of the participants associated grocery shopping with any meanings besides 

those already mentioned. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: The grocery shopping and commuting practices of Casey before the pandemic. 
They often picked up light groceries before commuting home by train. The black dashed 
line circles illustrate the practices, and the colored circles the elements of practices. 
Material elements are red, meanings green and competences blue. Shared elements 
between the practices fall in both circles. 

 

 

Three participants (Casey, Jules, Taylor) did advance planning in the form of a 

shopping list, while the rest either did not specify if they planned their grocery 

shopping in any way, or said that they did not plan and instead improvised while 

at the store trying to remember which groceries they had or didn’t have at home. 

Other competences mentioned by the participants included knowing which stores 

had safe bicycle parking (Billie), knowing the layout of the store (Casey), and 

using a direct message application on a smartphone to coordinate grocery 

shopping with family members (Taylor). 
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4.1.3 Hobby and leisure related mobility practices before the pandemic 

 

The focus was on the participants’ mobility practices related to their hobbies, not 

the practices of the hobbies themselves. For example, if one of the participants 

played football, they would not have been asked about the practice of playing 

football, but what mobility practices were required in order to play football (i.e. 

physically getting to the location where the playing happened). In some cases, 

for example cycling or running, the practice of the hobby itself was relevant for 

this study, as cycling and running are also ways to move from place to place, and 

therefore mobility practices as well as hobbies. 

 

All the participants had at least one hobby that required performing some mobility 

practice to get to. The frequency of going to hobbies varied a lot between 

participants, as some had hobbies only from time to time and others several times 

a week. The most common mobility practices to get to hobbies were cycling and 

public transport (6 participants each), followed by driving a car (4 participants). 

None of the participants travelled to their hobbies or leisure activities on foot. 

 

Taylor played sports once a week and always went by bicycle because of the 

short distance to the training location. In contrast, Morgan always drove a car to 

their hobbies which were located further away and in areas that were not easily 

accessible by public transport. Alex and Billie who did not own cars took either 

public transport or cycled to their hobbies, as did Pat and Robin who did have 

access to cars. Pat always preferred to cycle to their hobbies which were 

relatively close by and only took public transport in bad weather. They felt that 

cycling was very convenient as it was free, didn’t require thinking about where to 

park one’s car, and was fast. Pat also did not require any equipment for their 

hobbies, so they did not have to carry large bags around. Robin occasionally 

played indoor sports which they usually combined with their commute. Their 

decision between going to hobbies by bicycle or by public transport therefore was 

made based on how they were commuting on a particular day. Kim also 

occasionally played indoor sports and primarily cycled to get there but took the 

car if the weather was bad. 
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Alex made their decision between public transport and cycling based on the 

required travel time. They had hobbies in many locations and tried to minimize 

the time spent travelling, therefore often going to their hobbies straight from work 

if this ensured the fastest overall route. Accordingly, if it was faster to for example 

first commute back home by train and then take a bicycle from there to their 

hobbies, then this is what they would do. They would therefore combine their 

commute with travelling to hobbies only if it was the fastest option. Weather also 

played a part in their decision, and they would sometimes settle for a longer travel 

time if the weather was bad enough. Alex felt that both public transport and 

cycling were enjoyable options for getting to hobbies but only if they did not have 

too much equipment to carry, which they often did. In this case they saw the 

journey to their hobbies as a necessary task that just needed to be completed. 

This did not, however, stop them from cycling even with a large backpack, as they 

were ready to endure the displeasure to save time. The ability to withstand 

carrying large amounts of equipment was an important competence for them in 

order to make their hobbies in time, along with the ability to plan in advance what 

they needed to pack and how they would travel on a particular day. 

 

For Billie the season and the weather were important material elements, and they 

cycled during the summer in good weather while otherwise taking public 

transport. They felt that getting to their hobbies by public transport or by bicycle 

was convenient if the distance was not too long and they did not have to change 

between multiple public transport vehicles. Not having access to a car hindered 

some of their hobbies as they were not easily accessible by public transport, and 

they therefore made decisions on what hobbies to start based on their 

accessibility by public transport or bicycle. Billie only required light equipment for 

their hobbies and was able to easily carry them in both public transport and when 

cycling. 
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Figure 4: Hobby related mobility practice and commuting practice of Alex before the 
pandemic. Alex would combine their commute with travelling to hobbies if it was the 
fastest option. The black dashed line circles illustrate the practices, and the colored 
circles the elements of practices. Material elements are red, meanings green and 
competences blue. Shared elements between the practices fall in both circles. 

 

 

Casey and Jules both either took public transport or the car when going to their 

hobbies. Both had hobbies that were relatively nearby and accessible by public 

transport, as well as other hobbies that were further away and badly accessible 

by public transport. Casey took the car over public transport a bit more often than 

Jules who occasionally also took public transport to remote locations, while 

Casey always took the car if public transport options were not straightforward. 

They both felt that taking public transport to hobbies was convenient and easy as 

long as the distance was short, but troublesome and difficult if the distance was 

longer. Jules was able to withstand the longer travel times and inconvenience 

better, even though they, along with Casey, felt that the car was by far the 

simplest, easiest, and most convenient option over longer distances. Casey in 

addition saw travelling by car as expensive, which Jules did not. Casey 
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nevertheless took the car over public transport if the latter was inconvenient. 

Casey did require more space for their hobby related things which supported 

them choosing the car over public transport, while Jules was able to transport 

their hobby related equipment quite easily in public transport. 

 

 

4.1.4 Other mobility practices before the pandemic 

 

The participants were asked about what other mobility needs they had besides 

commuting, grocery shopping and travelling to hobbies. Other mobility practices 

could therefore mean any at least somewhat frequently recurring mobility 

practices. The participants were asked not to include nonrecurring mobility needs 

that they might have only a few times a year or so. 

 

The most frequent mobility need in the other category mentioned by six 

participants (Billie, Casey, Jules, Kim, Pat, Robin) was running errands in the 

Helsinki city center. All six sometimes used public transport to get to the city 

center. Pat mostly cycled and took public transport only if the weather was bad. 

Billie also occasionally cycled but only in one direction, usually taking their bicycle 

with them on the train on their way to the city center and then cycling back home. 

Jules often walked to the city center instead of taking public transport. For Billie 

and Robin, it was important to run multiple errands at the same time or run their 

errands when they were already at the city center for some other purpose. Casey 

tried to combine running errands in the city center with their commute by train. 

 

Three participants (Jules, Kim, Taylor) frequently took the car to run errands 

outside of the city center, while Pat also occasionally did so if they had to 

purchase something big that required transport by car. Jules did not like driving 

and saw it as an unpleasant activity, while Kim and Taylor felt running errands by 

car was fast, easy, and effective. For Taylor, cost was also an important factor, 

as they felt like public transport for the whole family or part of the family was 

expensive if for example shopping clothes for the children, while taking the car 

felt like it was free. Taylor also took their children to hobbies by car, which they 

also saw as fast and easy, instead of taking public transport which they again 
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saw as expensive. For the same reason Taylor took the car when visiting friends 

or relatives within reach of public transport. The prospect of paying more money 

to travel more uncomfortably and enduring a longer travel time seemed too much 

for them, even though in principle they were a keen supporter of public transport. 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5: Practices of Taylor visiting relatives with family and commuting on foot. The 
black dashed line circles illustrate the practices, and the colored circles the elements of 
practices. Material elements are red, meanings green and competences blue. Elements 
that are not part of the practices are situated outside of the black circles. The black circles 
do not overlap because there are no shared elements between them. 

 

 

The main reason Taylor felt that public transport was expensive was the fact that 

nobody in their family used public transport for getting to work or school. 

Therefore no family members had a season ticket to public transport and if they 

would have liked to use public transport for example to visit relatives or go 

shopping, they would have to purchase single tickets for multiple persons, which 

quickly added up in cost. Taylor said they would have used public transport way 

more often if it was cheaper than going by car. A hypothetical situation where 

Taylor is using public transport instead of a car to visit relatives with family is 

presented in Figure 6. In contrast to Taylor, three other participants (Alex, Jules, 
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Robin) mostly used public transport to visit friends and relatives who lived in the 

Helsinki metropolitan area. Robin also occasionally took the car to visit friends or 

relatives further away. 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Shared elements between practices. A hypothetical situation where Taylor is 
commuting by public transport instead of walking and their family members are also 
using public transport to commute or go to school. The whole family requires a seasonal 
ticket to public transport and therefore public transport is seen as a cheap option also 
when visiting relatives. The black dashed line circles illustrate the practices, and the 
colored circles the elements of practices. Material elements are red, meanings green 
and competences blue. Shared elements between the practices fall in multiple circles. 
Elements that are not part of the practices are situated outside of the black circles. 

 

 

4.2 Mobility practices during the coronavirus pandemic 

 

4.2.1 Commuting practices during the pandemic 

 

Commuting practices were affected significantly by the coronavirus pandemic, 

mostly because the participants stopped going to their offices and instead worked 
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remotely from home. Four of the participants (Jules, Morgan, Pat, Robin) had not 

commuted at all since March 2020 all the way to March or April 2021 when the 

interviews took place. Casey commuted for about two weeks at the start of the 

pandemic but quickly shifted to remote work after more information about the 

disease became available. They did not precisely remember at what point in 

March 2020 this happened. Alex had a different job during the spring and summer 

of 2020 and did not commute to the University. They commuted to their new job 

during spring and summer of 2020 by bus and train. They felt that even though 

the pandemic was to be taken very seriously, they still wanted to go to the office 

because it was a new job. Since late fall 2020 Alex did not commute at all and 

resumed their work at the University remotely. Kim commuted on three days a 

week during fall 2020 and otherwise had worked only remotely starting in March 

2020. They first commuted by bicycle or by bus depending on the weather, and 

later as the number of coronavirus cases increased, shifted to commuting by car. 

Billie had also worked remotely since March 2020, except for the fall of 2020 

when they commuted by bicycle. Out of the participants, Taylor had commuted 

the most during the pandemic. They had worked at the office during fall 2020 and 

on about half of the days in spring 2021. They had commuted as they did before 

the pandemic, on foot. 

 

Alex felt that their commute by bus and train during the pandemic was 

uncomfortable and somewhat scary, less so if the public transport vehicles were 

not crowded. Casey similarly felt that commuting by train during the pandemic 

was distressing. Alex always used a heavy-duty face mask when on public 

transport, and besides shifting from commuting by train to a train-bus 

combination, this was the only different material element in their commute that 

they mentioned compared to the time before the pandemic. Commuting outside 

of rush hours, avoiding other passengers, and making sure they had face masks 

available were new competences mentioned by all three participants (Alex, 

Casey, Kim) who commuted by public transport during the pandemic. Alex also 

mentioned knowledge on how to safely reuse face masks as a new competence 

needed for their commute by public transport. 
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Kim at first decided between commuting by bicycle or by bus based on the 

weather, as they did before the pandemic, and later switched to commuting by 

car which they never did before the pandemic. For Kim, commuting by car meant 

avoiding public transport. When commuting by bus or bicycle, they still associated 

their commute with relaxation as they did before the pandemic. They did not, 

however, experience their commute by car as relaxing. For Billie, commuting by 

bicycle during the pandemic meant avoiding the use of public transport, avoiding 

human contacts, and avoiding possible exposure to the coronavirus. Billie also 

associated their commute during the pandemic with getting away from home, 

being outdoors and exercising, as well as being convenient and fast. Weather 

was no longer an important material element in their commuting practice as they 

had decided that avoiding contacts was more important than avoiding bad 

weather. Therefore, a new competence required for their commute was being 

able to withstand bad weather during cycling. For Taylor there had been no 

changes in commuting practices besides that they had commuted less frequently. 

 

“During the pandemic, if I did commute, I cycled even if it was raining. I 

thought it was fair to my colleagues to minimize the chance of exposure 

to the virus.” 

- Billie 

 

 

4.2.2 Grocery shopping and related mobility practices during the 

pandemic 

 

Like commuting practices, the participants’ grocery shopping and related mobility 

practices were significantly affected by the pandemic. The grocery shopping 

practices of all the participants had been altered in some way, except for Robin 

and Taylor who had not experienced any changes besides Taylor mentioning that 

the frequency of grocery shopping had decreased a little. Robin still went grocery 

shopping by car and Taylor on foot. Alex also continued to walk to the nearby 

store, but the frequency of their grocery shopping had decreased significantly 

from almost daily shopping before the pandemic to one to three times a week 

during the pandemic. At first, they felt worried when grocery shopping, later 
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feeling more neutral as more information about the disease became available. 

New material elements in their grocery shopping practice were self-service 

checkouts, good air conditioning at the store and face masks. Face masks were 

also mentioned by most other participants as a new material element. 

 

Billie went grocery shopping on foot from home instead of combining grocery 

shopping with their commute by bicycle or bus. The frequency of their shopping 

had also decreased to one to three times a week from several times a week 

before the pandemic. They felt that their grocery shopping during the pandemic 

was fast, convenient and a little worrying at the start of the pandemic, becoming 

more comfortable later. They also saw their grocery shopping during the 

pandemic as a reason to get out of the house and sometimes even as a highlight 

of the week. Jules also continued to go to the grocery store on foot during the 

pandemic, while they also continued their online grocery shopping, which had 

increased significantly during the pandemic. They ordered a large quantity of 

groceries online once every ten days and supplemented this with visits to the 

nearby grocery stores on foot a few times a week, a little less frequently than 

before the pandemic. Kim had also started to do most of their grocery shopping 

online during the pandemic. This had replaced the weekly supermarket visits 

done by other members of the family before the pandemic. Kim continued to also 

visit a store near their home a few times a week to shop for groceries. They mostly 

did this by bicycle like before the pandemic and saw it as a necessity, not a nice 

activity as they had before the pandemic. 

 

Casey and Morgan continued to go grocery shopping by car during the pandemic, 

but they did so less frequently, usually one or two times a week, compared to the 

almost daily (Morgan) and several times a week (Casey) before the pandemic. 

New material elements for Morgan had to do with the quantity of food, as they 

had increased their food storage capacity at home considerably in the form of a 

new refrigerator and a freezer. Besides face masks Casey only mentioned hand 

sanitizer as a new material element. Both Casey and Morgan saw grocery 

shopping during the pandemic as a necessity, something that had to be done. 

Casey in addition associated grocery shopping with several unpleasant meanings 

like distressing, uncomfortable and scary. Even though feeling like grocery 
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shopping during the pandemic was a necessity, Morgan also saw their new style 

of grocery shopping as fast, convenient, simple, and sometimes also as a nice 

reason to get out of the house. Pat had switched from going to the grocery store 

several times a week on foot before the pandemic, to going by car twice a week 

during the pandemic. They went to a supermarket further away and bought a lot 

of groceries at a time. In addition, they sometimes walked to a nearby grocery 

store to buy lunch. Like several other participants, they too saw grocery shopping 

during the pandemic as a necessary thing that just had to be taken care of. 

 

Planning grocery shopping outside of peak hours was the most common new 

competence during the pandemic, mentioned by five participants (Alex, Casey, 

Jules, Kim, Pat). Billie did not plan their grocery shopping times to avoid crowds 

but did carefully plan what to buy to go grocery shopping less frequently. Other 

new competences mentioned by several participants were shopping fast and 

efficiently (Alex, Casey, Jules) and keeping their distance to other people at the 

store (Alex, Jules, Pat). For Alex and Pat an important new competence was also 

the planning of their weekly menu and making a shopping list, which they had not 

done before the pandemic. Casey also made a more detailed shopping list during 

the pandemic than before. For Kim an important new competence was getting 

familiar with online grocery shopping. 

 

 

4.2.3 Hobby and leisure related mobility practices during the pandemic 

 

The participants’ hobby and leisure related mobility had decreased significantly 

during the pandemic. Four participants (Kim, Morgan, Pat, Robin) had no hobbies 

requiring any moving from place to place during the pandemic, as their usual 

hobbies had been put on hold. Taylor only went skiing from time to time during 

the winter of 2021 and did so by car. They had picked up this hobby again during 

the pandemic but said that they would have gone by car anyway, pandemic or 

not. 

 

Alex had gone to their usual hobbies for a short period during summer 2020, as 

had Billie. They had both taken the bicycle or public transport during this time, as 
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they did before the pandemic. Outside of this short period neither went to their 

usual hobbies. Alex had instead walked to an outside gym from time to time and 

used an indoor gym a few times. When using the indoor gym, which was located 

near their home, they walked there usually late at night to check how many people 

were there. They then decided if they wanted to go in or walk back home and 

check again later. Their motivation was to avoid contacts, and this was made 

possible by the close distance, allowing them to physically go check if the gym 

was empty. Billie had started a new outdoor hobby with a friend who had a car, 

which they used to get to the hobby location. Billie also often cycled there if they 

did not have anything to carry. Billie also went on walks to different forest areas 

further away from the city, again driving there with their friend who had a car. 

They felt that having access to a car was very important during the pandemic. 

 

“The corona-time has increased this feeling like ‘I wish I had a car’. It 

would make it much easier to just leave and go somewhere, enjoy the 

outdoors. And domestic travelling is likely going to increase in popularity 

after the pandemic and a car would make that so much easier. So, the 

desire to buy a car has certainly not decreased during this pandemic.” 

- Billie 

 

 

Casey had stopped all their indoor hobbies but continued their outdoor hobbies, 

to which they continued to go by car. They also had new outdoor hobbies which 

they also went to by car. Casey felt that the car was safe and made it possible to 

avoid contacts. They also planned their outdoor hobbies for times when they 

assumed there were fewer other people on the move. Jules had continued their 

hobbies quite normally, even though some adjustments had been made to avoid 

large crowds. They still took both public transport and the car when going to their 

hobbies, as they had done before the pandemic. They did, however, choose the 

car a bit more often than they did before the pandemic. 
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4.2.4 Other mobility practices during the pandemic 

 

Most participants had seen a decrease in their other mobility needs during the 

pandemic. Morgan and Pat reported having had no mobility needs fitting this 

category during the pandemic. The use of public transport had decreased as only 

three participants (Billie, Jules, Robin) used public transport for other mobility 

needs during the pandemic, compared to seven participants before the 

pandemic. Billie used public transport to visit a friend who lived such a distance 

away that walking and cycling were too slow. They did not like using public 

transport during the pandemic but had no other options as they did not have a 

car at their disposal. Jules used public transport the same as they did before the 

pandemic, to run errands in the city center and elsewhere in the city. They also 

used public transport to visit friends or relatives who they met outside. They also 

used a car for this purpose if it was more convenient, as well as for running 

errands further away. Robin had also continued to use public transport to run 

errands in the city center, the difference being that they did not combine this with 

their commute as they did before the pandemic. Robin also used the car more 

often for running errands further away than they did before the pandemic. They 

also sometimes combined exercise and running errands by for example jogging 

to the library. 

 

Alex did not use any vehicles for other mobility needs during the pandemic, but 

occasionally walked somewhere to see friends, mostly outside. During the 

pandemic Kim continued to take their children to hobbies on foot or by bicycle 

during the summer, and by car during winter. They also sometimes drove their 

car to remote locations to socialize with friends and relatives outside. Taylor had 

continued to use the car for other mobility needs, which were similar to what they 

were before the pandemic. They still took the children to their hobbies by car and 

ran necessary errands by car. They said that visiting friends and relatives had 

decreased during the pandemic but if they did visit, they also went by car. Casey 

had some new mobility needs classified as other during the pandemic, and they 

always used the car. They often went to the post office to pick up parcels as their 

online shopping had increased and the parcels were not always delivered to 
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home. Casey also frequently saw friends and relatives outside and drove to 

locations near where they lived. 

 

 

5 Discussion 

 

In this chapter the results are discussed in relation to the research aims and in 

the light of previous research. The emphasis is on the sustainability implications 

of the findings, but other aspects are also discussed, as well as the applicability, 

relevance, limitations, and reliability of the results. The chapter also provides 

suggestions for future research. 

 

 

5.1 Key findings and contributions to previous research 

 

The results, while not providing direct answers to how people’s daily mobility 

could be made more sustainable, can be used to effectively analyze how different 

mobility needs and other daily routines are connected, potentially revealing 

avenues for interventions or policies. The research questions were answered in 

detail, providing a comprehensive look into the participants’ mobility practices and 

changes that have occurred during the coronavirus pandemic. Practice 

theoretical approaches to mobility research in Finland are scarce, so this thesis 

is a timely and relevant contribution to this field of study. Practice theory has been 

often used to study one mobility practice at a time, such as cycling (Larsen 2017) 

or car driving (Kent 2015), or one mobility need at a time such as commuting 

(Cass & Faulconbridge 2016). The approach of this thesis, which looks at 

people’s daily lives from a mobility point of view using practice theory, can be 

considered as a novelty, because as far as I know, a similar study has not been 

published before. This broader look, not focusing on just one mobility practice at 

a time, could be seen as the most important contribution this thesis makes to 

previous research. 
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The participants’ commuting practices before the pandemic were quite “green”, 

meaning relatively low environmental impact (Bartiaux & Salmón 2014), as none 

of them used a car as the primary transport mode when commuting, while 

walking, cycling and public transport that are generally seen as more sustainable 

(e.g. Cass & Faulconbridge 2016) were all commonly used. According to Kent 

(2015) comfort and privacy associated with driving can be even the primary 

reason for commuting by car, which was not the case in this study. While car 

commuting was seen as comfortable, privacy was not an important element. For 

those who commuted by car, convenience and travel time were key factors. Also 

in contrast to Kent (2015), while material elements such as small spaces in public 

transport (during the pandemic) and being exposed to bad weather were 

identified in this study, car driving and the comfort associated with it was not seen 

as the standard when thinking about daily mobility. Commuting by car did have 

negative meanings for those who did not commute by car, similarly to Guell et al. 

(2012) who found that commuting by car is often associated with negative 

feelings due to spending a lot of time sitting in the car stuck in traffic. Unlike Guell 

et al. (2012), traffic was not a key element, but the inconvenience, difficulty and 

expensiveness of parking were. 

 

Even though most elements were similar between car commuting and driving in 

general, previous findings that commuting by car can differ from the practice of 

driving in general (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016) were also supported here, as for 

example car parking was only mentioned as an important material element for 

commuting. However, previous findings that car commuting recruits practitioners 

effectively because of the many common elements it shares with driving in 

general (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016), were not supported by the results, as 

commuting by car was rare among the participants, even though most of them 

used cars for other purposes. 

 

Similarly to Ireland (Heisserer & Rau 2017) car driving was seen by many as a 

necessary thing in Helsinki even though they did not commute by car. Laakso 

(2017) also found that in Jyväskylä, Finland, car driving was seen as a necessity 

for taking care of children and also for social activities. Similar results were found 

in this study as taking children to their hobbies and visiting friends and relatives 
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were often performed using a car, and this also continued during the pandemic. 

An interesting finding was that household composition affected mobility practices 

in complex ways. Seemingly unrelated elements of one practice, such as having 

a walking distance to work, as well as similar elements in family members’ 

mobility practices, can have major effects in how other mobility practices are 

performed. This highlights the role of household composition in the study of 

mobility practices, an approach also emphasized in previous research (Bartiaux 

& Salmón 2014; Laakso 2017; Rau & Sattlegger 2018). 

 

Out of important meanings of car driving found in previous research (Heisserer & 

Rau 2017), flexibility was also a key element in this study, while status was not. 

Also, in contrast to previous research (Valdez et al. 2018) was that car driving 

was not seen as the only sensible option, alternatives to which were only used if 

absolutely necessary. Driving was seen mostly as a comfortable and convenient 

mode of transport, but other options such as cycling and public transport were 

not seen as worse, often even better options. These findings related to car 

commuting and driving in general add to and highlight what previous research 

has found (Guell et al. 2012; Heisserer & Rau 2017; Kent 2015; Laakso 2017; 

Valdez et al. 2018) that the elements of car driving can differ between places, 

cultures and purposes of the trip. 

 

While recent research has paid attention to the opportunities to change leisure 

related mobility patterns (Marsden et al. 2020), a result not found in previous 

research was that shifting into more sustainable hobby and leisure related 

mobility in particular, meaning favoring public transport over cars and cycling over 

both public transport and cars, can be hard. This was mostly already done by the 

participants to the best of their ability. When the car was used to get to hobbies, 

it was described as the only reasonable option, mainly because other options 

would take too much time. These findings indicate that people’s daily lives are 

busy, and that time is a scarce resource, of which multiple practices compete for. 

As the time available for hobbies, especially for those with children, is limited, 

there is no time to waste when travelling to hobbies, advocating the use of a car 

if it is the fastest option. The participants also mostly travelled to their hobbies 

alone, meaning that when they did drive, the car was only occupied by one 
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person, generally seen as unsustainable compared to for example carpooling 

(Zhou 2012). 

 

The results showed that hobby related car dependency increased during the 

pandemic. It was also brought up that the pandemic might increase domestic 

travelling, which often requires a car as public transport options in Finland are 

limited outside of the largest cities. This can have both positive and negative 

sustainability implications. If domestic trips by car start to replace flying, this could 

decrease leisure related emissions. However, this could also strengthen the 

already dominant position of private cars as the vehicle of choice (e.g. Kent 

2015), as more people would feel that a car is necessary for leisure and vacation 

related mobility. A solution to this problem could be electric cars, which tend to 

have lower environmental impact (e.g. Helmers & Marx 2012) and because of 

many shared elements with conventional car driving (Ryghaug & Toftaker 2014), 

could recruit practitioners easily. 

 

Before the pandemic grocery shopping was a common, for some, even a daily 

activity, and various transport modes were used to get to the grocery store. This 

is an interesting finding as previous literature has shown that contemporary 

grocery shopping is often characterized by going to the supermarket by car once 

or twice a week (Watson 2012), made possible for example by the normalization 

of food storage possibilities such as the freezer (Shove & Southerton 2000). A 

key finding was that for many grocery shopping was not a carefully planned or 

fully thought out practice, but rather performed in a hasty and disorganized way. 

During the pandemic a new competence of advance planning allowed many to 

decrease their grocery shopping frequency, which had mostly positive 

sustainability implications due to decreased car use. However, as frequency of 

shopping decreased, the amount of groceries purchased during one trip 

increased, resulting in one participant shifting to car-based grocery shopping. The 

results also suggest that, even for someone with strong environmental values, 

using a private car for grocery shopping can be frequent even though it would 

only take small changes to potentially avoid it entirely, consistent with previous 

research on the difficulties of changing from car based mobility to other forms of 

mobility (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016). 
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These findings show that advance planning was a key competence for reducing 

or shifting away from car-reliant grocery shopping, and that small changes to 

practices can have large sustainability implications. The role of planning grocery 

shopping in reducing car use has not been investigated in previous research. Like 

previous research (Heisserer & Rau 2017), the findings also indicate that grocery 

shopping is closely connected to other mobility practices such as commuting. 

While in theory stopping to buy groceries while commuting by car does not 

necessarily increase driving by much, it could be that if grocery shopping by car 

is performed without planning and therefore practiced almost daily, this could also 

encourage car commuting as one can reason that the trip to the grocery store is 

going to happen anyway so combining it with commuting makes sense. 

Accordingly, commuting by car can encourage grocery shopping by car as 

combining the practices can save time and be convenient, potentially increasing 

driving if the grocery store is not located directly along the commuting route. This 

illustrates how different practices can affect and shape each other, widely 

recognized in previous literature (e.g. Shove et al. 2012). The role of household 

composition in shaping grocery shopping practices was also evident from the 

results, as for example food storage space was a key material element for 

Morgan but a non-factor for Alex and Billie living in single person households. 

 

Online grocery shopping was only adopted by one participant as a new practice 

during the pandemic, while another had increased the share of groceries bought 

online. Both said that online grocery shopping required a lot of advance planning. 

From a sustainability point of view, it is not evident that online grocery shopping 

is a good option or that it will decrease car use, as it is not certain how changes 

in shopping practices might affect other mobility practices (Berg & Henriksson 

2020). Potential issues with online shopping in general also include the delivery 

vehicles which are often half empty because of demand for fast delivery (Sui & 

Rejeski 2002). 

 

Materials and competences played a key role in supporting or hindering cycling, 

while in case of meanings this was not so clear. The meanings of cycling were 

overall positive or neutral, but the participants did not stress their importance. 

However, the lack of very strong meanings could indicate that cycling is seen as 
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a normal and mundane transport option, possibly helping it gain practitioners, 

which according to Larsen (2017) is the case in Copenhagen, Denmark. In 

contrast, cycling in the UK seems to struggle to gain practitioners, because 

cycling is not seen as a mundane, normal activity (Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez 

et al. 2018). Unlike Larsen (2017) this study did not, however, recognize that lack 

of association with environmental responsibility was important for cycling to gain 

practitioners, as many participants said they cycled at least partly for 

environmental reasons. 

 

In this study, similarly to previous research, good cycleways (Larsen 2017; 

Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018) were an important material element in 

aiding cycle commuting gain practitioners, while lack of showers (Spotswood et 

al. 2015) and poor bicycle parking (Larsen 2017; Scheurenbrand et al. 2018) 

discouraged it. These findings emphasize the role of large employers such as the 

University of Helsinki in enabling bicycle commuting by providing necessary 

material elements. The municipality or the state can make sure that the cycleways 

are plentiful and in good condition, but they cannot, for example, build showers 

at workplaces (public showers could be an option). This also opens possibilities 

for organizations to profile themselves as sustainable and responsible places to 

work, encouraging cycle commuting.  

 

Season and weather conditions were also important material elements for 

cycling. Cycling in wintertime or in bad weather requires the competence of 

withstanding cold temperatures, snow, or rain. This finding highlights the unique 

material elements for cycle commuting, and cycling in general, in Finland, or other 

countries with similar seasonal changes, absent in places with warmer climates 

such as the Canary Islands (Scheurenbrand et al. 2018). According to the 

participants, cycle commuting does not require major fitness or other physical 

competence, similarly to Larsen (2017) who found that physical fitness was not a 

key element for cycle commuting in Copenhagen, Denmark, but in contrast to the 

UK where good fitness is often perceived as a requirement for cycle commuting 

(Spotswood et al. 2015; Valdez et al. 2018). Similarly to how bicycles are used in 

Copenhagen (Larsen 2017), they were used for multiple purposes such as 

commuting, going to hobbies, or visiting friends. However, shopping for groceries 
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by bicycle was not very common, even though done by some, in contrast to 

Copenhagen (Larsen 2017) where the usage of cargo bikes for moving things 

around is also common. 

 

An interesting finding about cycle commuting was also that for multiple 

participants it was too fast. Even if one likes cycling, it is possible that other 

elements such as having personal time or detaching from work are not part of 

cycle commuting if the distance is too short, highlighting the wide array of possible 

meanings that individuals associate with their commute. This is in line with 

previous research suggesting that the elements of commuting practices can differ 

from the elements of the same transport mode in general (Cass & Faulconbridge 

2016). However, the finding that cycle commuting can be too fast for some was 

unique to this study and not found in previous research. This could be due to 

Helsinki being a relatively small city and due to multiple participants having a 

short, in their words walking distance to work. An interesting finding about 

commuting in general was also that for many it meant more than travelling 

between home and the workplace, such as having personal time. This indicates 

that increasing remote work and thus reducing commuting, while potentially 

reducing emissions if the commuting is done by motorized vehicles, can have 

negative social effects, such as making detaching from work harder. This 

highlights the importance of considering wider implications if for example 

planning interventions for more sustainable mobility, as well as the strength of a 

practice theory approach in being able to recognize these implications, also 

recognized in previous research (e.g. Watson 2012). 

 

In contrast to cycle commuting, commuting on foot, at least across short 

distances, was not dependent on any material or competence such as weather 

conditions and withstanding them. Commuting by walking has not been 

addressed in any detail in previous research, and the results of this thesis provide 

a good starting point to addressing this gap. According to Kent (2013) walking 

remains marginalized in many cities, but here this was not the case.  Walking, be 

it for commuting or other purposes, was practiced by many participants, and seen 

as an enjoyable and convenient option for moving across short distances. In cities 

such as Helsinki, where the city center is easily accessible and navigated on foot, 



63 
 

walking can also be the fastest option. If walking is seen as a normal way of 

moving from place to place, it could gain more practitioners, similarly to cycling in 

Copenhagen because of the normalization of cycling there (Larsen 2017). 

 

Although public transport might remain marginalized in many parts of the world 

(Kent 2015), this was not the case in this study. Public transport use before the 

pandemic was extremely popular among the participants and often favored over 

car use when possible. During the pandemic this had changed, mostly because 

of new negative meanings associated with public transport. The results also 

showed that people reacted differently, as for some the meanings of public 

transport did not change, highlighting that everyone performs a practice in their 

own way. Previous research using practice theories has not addressed the 

potentially different elements of different public transport modes, such as busses, 

trains, trams or metros, and while this study did not reveal many differences, 

some were found, such as trains being more spacious than buses. 

 

Apart from the obvious material elements such as bus stops, and meanings of 

environmental friendliness and productive time associated with bus commuting 

in the UK (Cass & Faulconbridge 2016), not many same elements were found in 

this study. Meanings such as being fast, convenient and reliable, and materials 

such as weather conditions and the season were important for bus commuting, 

in contrast to competences of passengering and navigating between bus routes 

(Cass & Faulconbridge 2016) and negative meanings such as loss of personal 

control and lack of reliability, as well as the material element of long walking 

distances to bus stops (Valdez et al. 2018) identified in previous research from 

the UK. The relative success of public transport in Helsinki according to this study 

might be at least partly due to the presence of important material elements such 

as good coverage of bus routes and high frequency of services, found to be 

lacking and hindering public transport use in Jyväskylä, Finland (Laakso 2017). 

Worth noting is also that in Copenhagen, Denmark, where cycling is popular, 

public transport is often seen as slow and inflexible (Larsen 2017) but according 

to this study, often seen as fast and reliable in Helsinki, despite cycling also being 

popular. These results add to previous literature and highlight that public transport 
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use and its relationship to other transport modes can look very different in 

different places when studied through a practice theoretical lens. 

 

 

5.2 Suggestions for future research 

 

A lot of possibilities and needs for future research were identified in this thesis. 

Practice theoretical mobility research in Finland is very scarce and more research 

is needed across the board. The role of comfort in sustaining private car use was 

not identified in this study and more research is needed to clarify what factors 

sustain car driving in Finland. Also, the result found elsewhere that car commuting 

recruits practitioners easily because of shared elements with driving in general, 

needs closer investigation in Finland. Further research into meanings of car 

driving for those who drive and for those who do not is also needed, both in 

Finland and internationally. The findings from Helsinki in this thesis and Jyväskylä 

(Laakso 2017) that car driving is seen as a necessity even among those who do 

not commute by car, could be researched in more detail and in different parts of 

Finland. Learning more about commuting practices in Finland, for example 

through a comparative study of several cities, could help policy planning for more 

sustainable commuting. Commuting by walking has not been addressed in 

previous research, and while the results of this thesis provide a good starting 

point to addressing this gap, further research is needed. Future research could 

look into situations in which walking to work is seen as a feasible and pleasant 

option through studying the materials, meanings and competences present or 

absent during these occurrences. 

 

Cycling practices in Finland remain unresearched and more research is needed, 

as shifting from car to cycling based mobility has positive sustainability 

implications. The results of this thesis showed that the lack of strong meanings 

associated with cycling could help it gain practitioners, which is the case in 

Copenhagen, Denmark, a city known for its cycling (Larsen 2017). Confirming the 

results of this thesis and comparing them to previous examples from Denmark, 

could be beneficial in increasing the popularity of cycling in Finland. Public 
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transport in Finland should also be further investigated using practice theories, 

as the results of this thesis indicated that public transport is a popular transport 

mode in Finland, but also that there are various missing elements hindering public 

transport use. From a sustainability point of view, it is very important to recognize 

missing elements that might obstruct people from using public transport instead 

of private cars. This topic could also be further researched internationally. The 

finding that cycle commuting can be too fast should also be explored further to 

better understand meanings that might be needed for cycling to gain practitioners. 

 

The idea that the pandemic might increase domestic travelling, which often 

requires a car if public transport options are limited, should be researched in 

depth both in Finland and internationally, as it could be an important opportunity 

for reducing leisure related emissions from travelling. Online grocery shopping, 

which has been researched to some degree in other countries, should also be 

investigated in Finland, as it is unclear from a sustainability point of view whether 

it is a positive thing. The role of household composition in shaping mobility 

practices should also be further researched, as it has been recognized both in 

this and previous studies to have a significant impact on people's daily mobility. 

The approach of this thesis, which takes a broad look into people’s lives through 

a mobility lens, could be utilized in other studies, potentially contributing 

something new to the existing literature that is largely focused on individual 

mobility practices. Also, the finding of this thesis that shifting into more 

sustainable hobby and leisure related mobility can be hard, should be 

investigated further, both in Finland and in other countries. Finally, the temporal 

dimension of mobility practices could be researched more, as both the results of 

this thesis and previous research have shown that multiple practices can compete 

for practitioners because of limited time resources in busy modern lives. 

 

 

5.3 Limitations and reliability of the results 

 

The conclusions made in this thesis, as only based on the accounts of nine 

people, should be seen as starting propositions adding to the existing literature, 
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not any finished truth. Also, as the results are based on the participants' 

perceptions and memory of what their daily mobility has looked like during the 

past over a year, not for example on detailed measurements of kilometers driven 

or time spent commuting, it is evident that the data might not be completely 

accurate. What is clear is that the generalizability of the results is not a concern 

for this thesis, as in qualitative research the goal is not to generalize (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi 2018). This thesis does not claim in any way that the results can be 

generalized to represent the entire University of Helsinki staff or any other group 

of people. It is also worth noting that the changes in the participants’ mobility 

practices cannot be said to be only the result of the coronavirus pandemic, and 

that this thesis makes no such claim. Other factors could have also affected the 

changes. 

 

The reliability of results in qualitative research is a problematic subject as there 

are no general or widely agreed upon guidelines for assessing it (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi 2018). Being as transparent as possible about how the research has 

been conducted for example by reporting how the data was collected, how the 

informants were chosen, when the research was conducted and how the data 

was analyzed, are factors that can increase the reliability of qualitative research 

(Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018). These and more similar topics have been addressed 

in detail in the materials and methods chapter. The goal has been to be as 

transparent as possible about how and why certain decisions have been made 

during the research process, as well as to describe for example the data analysis 

in such detail that would allow other researchers to replicate this study. 

 

The fact that all the participants worked at the University of Helsinki could have 

affected the results, as it has been recognized in previous research that a higher 

education level can predict higher environmental awareness (e.g. Brecard et al. 

2009; Klineberg et al. 1998; Torgler & García-Valiñas 2007). All the participants 

had a doctoral degree or were doctoral candidates, so it is possible that their high 

education level contributed to their relatively low car use for example when 

commuting. Given more resources it would have been better to interview people 

with different backgrounds, professions, education levels etc., but for practical 

reasons this was not possible to do in this thesis. Also, given more resources, a 
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larger number of interviews could have provided more interesting findings. The 

method of data collection, in this case semi-structured interviews, always affects 

the results, as does the theoretical framework used for analyzing the data. Using 

a different data collection method, such as surveys, travel diaries, or ethnographic 

methods, could have yielded different results. This thesis recognizes that 

interviews might not be the only or best method for studying mobility practices, 

but based on this study, a useful one, nonetheless. The choice of practice theory 

as the theoretical framework could have also affected the results, and this thesis 

also recognizes that other theories could be equally well or better suited for 

studying changes in people’s mobility. 

 

 

6 Conclusions 

 

This thesis studied people’s mobility practices before and during the coronavirus 

pandemic, forming a comprehensive picture of how mobility is part of their daily 

lives and how it has changed during the pandemic. By adopting a practice 

theoretical framework this study was able to look past individual attitudes and 

actions, a common focus in mobility research, and revealed how different mobility 

needs such as commuting, grocery shopping and hobby related mobility, shape 

and influence each other. This study also showed how different mobility practices 

are interwoven in people’s daily lives and how things such as household 

composition and location of the workplace shape these practices. The practice 

theoretical perspective used in this study was also able to reveal potentially 

important facts for future policy planning, for example by showing that when it 

comes to the practice of cycle commuting, multiple material elements need to be 

considered simultaneously, also highlighting the importance of collaboration 

between multiple actors, such as companies, municipalities and the state. 

 

While the empirical part of this thesis is based only on data from Finland, more 

specifically on University of Helsinki employees, it could be argued that the 

approach offers promising opportunities for similar studies to be conducted 

elsewhere in Finland or other countries. Building on previous practice theoretical 



68 
 

literature, semi-structured interviews and the analysis framework of this study 

were shown to be an appropriate method for studying changing mobility practices. 

Overall, this thesis makes an important contribution to practice theoretical 

mobility research, which in a Finnish context is very scarce, to the literature of 

how the coronavirus pandemic has affected people’s daily lives, and to the 

sustainable mobility and sustainability transitions literature. 
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APPENDIX 1 - THE INTERVIEW STRUCTURE 

 
1.      Background questions: 

  
●        Where do you live (city and area/neighborhood)? 
●        Where is your workplace located? 
●        Household type (alone, with partner, children, other family members)? 
●        Do you have a driver’s license? 
●        Do you own a car or by other means have access to a car? 
●        Does your household have multiple cars? How many? 
●        If you do not own a car, do you still occasionally drive? If yes, what/whose car do you drive (rental, borrow)? 
●        Do you cycle? 
●        How would you describe your use of public transport before the coronavirus pandemic? 
●        How would you describe your use of public transport during the coronavirus pandemic? 

 
2.      Describe your average day before the coronavirus pandemic (roughly before March 2020) focusing on 

mobility: where do you travel, how and when. You can bring up things you might not do on a daily basis but 
that might be included in your daily doings from time to time. 

  
3.      Next we will go through different examples of some mobility needs in more detail (before the coronavirus 

pandemic). 
 

●        Commuting (before the coronavirus pandemic) 
  

●        How do you commute? 
●        Why this choice of mobility? 
●        Do you see any alternative ways of commuting? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with commuting by [chosen 

way of commuting] or the alternatives? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required to [chosen way of commuting]? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect your commuting? Technology? Infrastructure? 

 
●        Shopping for groceries (before the coronavirus pandemic) 

  
●        How and when do you usually shop for groceries? 
●        Why this choice of mobility/timing? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you usually shop 

for groceries? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect your grocery shopping? Technology? Infrastructure? 

  
●        Other commonplace shopping, chores, errands etc. (before the coronavirus pandemic) 

  
●        How and when do you usually shop for other things or run errands at the bank, pharmacy etc.? 
●        Why this choice of mobility/timing? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you usually 

carry out these activities? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect the way you usually carry out these activities? Technology? 

Infrastructure? 
  

●        Hobbies and leisure activities (before the coronavirus pandemic) 
  

●        How do you physically get to your hobbies and other leisure activities? 
●        Why this choice of mobility/timing? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you carry out/ 

travel to these activities? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect the way you usually carry out/travel to these activities? 

Technology? Infrastructure? 
  

●        Other mobility needs (before the coronavirus pandemic) 
                

●        What other frequent mobility needs do you have? 
●        What ways of mobility do you use? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you carry out/ 

travel to these activities? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect the way you usually carry out/travel to these activities? 

Technology? Infrastructure? 
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4.      Next, we will focus on the same things but during the coronavirus pandemic. First, as a background 
question, do you think that your mobility habits/needs have been different or changed during different time 
periods during the pandemic? For example, the period of 18.3.2020 - 16.6.2021 when martial law was in 
effect, or any other time period. 

                
→ If no: describe your average day during the coronavirus pandemic (roughly starting in March 2020) focusing on 
mobility: where do you move, how and when. You can bring up things you might not do on a daily basis but that 
might be included in your daily doings from time to time. 

  
→ If yes: same as above but bring up the differences/changes in your mobility you have experienced during the 
pandemic. 
  

5.      Next, we will go through different examples of some mobility patterns in more detail (during the coronavirus 
pandemic). 

 
●        Commuting (during the coronavirus pandemic) 

  
●        How do you commute? 
●        Why this choice of mobility? 
●        Do you see any alternative ways of commuting? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with commuting by [chosen 

way of commuting] 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required to commute? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect your commuting? Technology? Infrastructure? 

  
●        Shopping for groceries (during the coronavirus pandemic) 

  
●        How and when do you usually shop for groceries? 
●        Why this choice of mobility/timing? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you usually shop 

for groceries? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect your grocery shopping? Technology? Infrastructure? 

  
●        Other commonplace shopping, chores, errands etc. (during the coronavirus pandemic) 

  
●        How and when do you usually shop for other things or run errands at the bank, pharmacy etc.? 
●        Why this choice of mobility/timing? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you usually 

carry out these activities? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect the way you usually carry out these activities? Technology? 

Infrastructure? 
 

●        Hobbies and leisure activities (during the coronavirus pandemic) 
  

●        How do you physically get to your hobbies and other leisure activities? 
●        Why this choice of mobility/timing? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you carry out/ 

travel to these activities? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect the way you usually carry out/travel to these activities? 

Technology? Infrastructure? 
  

●        Other mobility needs (during the coronavirus pandemic) 
  

●        What other frequent mobility needs do you have? 
●        What ways of mobility do you use? 
●        Do you see any alternatives? 
●        What symbolic meanings, ideas, feelings, aspirations etc. do you associate with the way you carry out/ 

travel to these activities? 
●        Are there some kind of planning, know-how or skills required? 
●        What physical aspects are required or affect the way you usually carry out/travel to these activities? 

Technology? Infrastructure? 
  

6.      If thinking about the changes to your mobility because of or during the coronavirus pandemic: 
 
 

●        What are the most negative changes and ones that you would most like to leave behind and go back to 
the “normal”? 

●        Are there some changes that you would like to or could consider maintaining after the coronavirus 
pandemic has eased up or passed? 

 
7.      Would you like to add anything to your previous answers, or do you have anything to add that you might 

find important and that has not been brought up? 


