
1 
 

KEY WORDS  

 
 In-depth interviews  

 Focus groups  

 

Participatory Action Research 
Peer research 
Mobility diaries 
Ethics 

  

INNOVATIVE FIELD RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES FOR MORE 

INCLUSIVE TRANSPORT PLANNING: REVIEW AND PROSPECT 

Gina Porter and Claire Dungey, Durham University, UK 

Abstract 

This chapter focuses on innovative field research methodologies developed over 

the last few decades that have the potential to support and promote more inclusive 

transport planning.  The review covers methodologies that have been tried out in 

the Global North and in the Global South, with specific reference to applications 

in the context of mobilities/transport research and policy, and considers the 

potential for future applications with specific reference to the Global South.  In 

the Global South transport planning still typically takes the form of a technocratic 

exercise conducted by a ‘tyranny of experts’ , national and international, whose 

enthrallment with automobility may severely impede their appreciation of the 

mobility needs of the public they are appointed to serve (as Klopp and Cavoli 

2018: 105, citing Easterly 2013, note with reference to African city planning). 

The everyday experiences, perceptions and needs of the poor, notably slum 

residents, and of wider vulnerable groups (women, children, older people, the 

infirm) are often not only marginalised but stigmatised (particularly through 

association of low income areas with criminality), both by government and 

private sector planning partners.  For more socially equitable mobility solutions 

to be adopted in the cities of the Global South, broader application of field 

research methodologies that can engage effectively with a wide spectrum of 
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potential transport users (including marginalised groups) is needed. Significant 

quantities of sound empirical evidence from such research will be required before 

the majority of policymakers, urban planners and city managers/personnel start 

to fully engage with the social dimensions of transport planning.  Whether the 

‘new normal’ following the COVID-19 pandemic will provide the requisite 

opportunities to build such engagement currently remains uncertain.   

 

Introduction 

The transport, mobility, and accessibility needs and concerns of low-income 

communities and vulnerable populations (women, children, older people, people 

with a disability) are still rarely adequately considered when transport plans are 

prepared, whether they reside in the Global North or South (Uteng and Turner 

2019; Gorman, Jones and Turner 2019; Porter and Turner 2019; Kett, Cole and 

Turner 2020; Porter, Abane and Lucas, 2020).  Where travel data are collected, 

the focus is commonly restricted to commuting patterns but these do not represent 

the diversity of travel needs faced by these groups.  State political interests and 

associated resource allocations are certainly a major factor in such neglect 

(Parnell and Pieterse 2015) but the failure of conventional transport field research 

methodologies has also played a part. Transport planning practice is still 

dominated typically by engineers in both Global North and South.  In African 

urban contexts Klopp and Cavoli (2018: 105, citing Easterly, 2013) describe how, 

so often,  they are tied up in a planning imaginary that is dominated by a ‘tyranny 

of experts’ (national and international) and prioritises the promotion of 

automobility.  

Field research methodologies commonly utilised in transport planning still 

continue to revolve around large-scale quantitative surveys, with travel pattern 

surveys typically forming the central focus of investigation (see for instance 
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Richardson et al. 1995; Fouracre et al. 2006), albeit now generally set within a 

broader transport system inventory and the likely inclusion of some land use and 

socio-demographic data.  Such large-scale surveys of current travel patterns are 

deficient because they only chart the movements of those who are able to travel 

– they give no indication of the unmet needs of those unable to travel in the 

current dispensation, nor of the everyday challenges that transport users (even 

more advantaged users) may face as they endeavour to reach work/livelihoods, 

services such as health care and education and other places important to their 

well-being.  Moreover, capture of those personal emotions that can be key to the 

shaping of transport experiences, decision-making and routines tends to be 

entirely missing from this type of approach: yet, as Sheller (2007: pp.176, 179) 

observes with reference to car use, ‘the driving body’ is ‘an assemblage of .... 

embodied dispositions and social practices’...’there is a crucial conjunction 

between motion and emotion, movement and feeling’.   By contrast, qualitative 

research methods have significant potential to expose not only the underlying 

transport-related issues and unmet needs that more vulnerable people may face in 

their daily lives, but the impacts these may have in terms of emotional well-being 

and likely life trajectories.   

This chapter focuses on a range of qualitative approaches, while recognising that 

well-designed mixed methods approaches, where qualitative and quantitative 

field research activities are carefully combined to complement each other, can 

contribute to an even richer methodological repertoire with the potential to add 

even greater strength to investigations. Interestingly, many of the more innovative 

qualitative field research methodologies discussed in this chapter have their 

origins in development work conducted in the Global South that takes a 

participatory approach (Chambers 1994).   Aimed at giving marginalised people 

a voice, the impetus for this work often came from third sector practitioners 

whose remit was centred on supporting and engaging with vulnerable 
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populations. Transfer of participatory research approaches to the Global North 

has often followed at a significantly later date (Korf and Oughton 2006; see also 

Schwanen 2018).  It might thus be anticipated that the transport sector in the 

Global South would be leading the Global North in the adoption of qualitative 

approaches.  However, this has rarely been the case, at least in part because so 

many Global South current heads of profession were trained c. 25-30 years ago 

in the Global North and remain firmly entrenched in and committed to the ways 

of working they learned at that time.   Disturbingly, many of the current transport 

training programmes in the Global North  that are patronised by students from the 

Global South maintain a focus largely on quantitative methods and motorised 

flow.  

We start the discussion with a brief introduction to static interviewing methods, 

notably in-depth one-to-one interviews and focus groups, both of which 

techniques have been used by social scientists for many decades in qualitative 

enquiry, including in transport research.  We then move to more recently adopted 

innovative approaches that may offer added potential for transport planning 

investigations, starting with a review of basic mobile ‘go along’ methods.  The 

earliest versions typically involved pedestrian-focused studies, conducted by 

researchers on foot. More recently, such work has extended to research conducted 

by travelling with passengers on motorised vehicles (both on public transport and, 

to a lesser extent, in private cars).  Whatever the transport mode, there is a 

tendency to draw heavily on the techniques that are commonly termed participant 

observation (Dewalt and Dewalt 2002).   Although long central to anthropological 

investigation, participant observation as a technique is still rarely part of the 

repertoire of transport researchers (though see Jiron et al. 2020 for a recent 

collaboration between transport studies researchers and anthropologists in Chile).    
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This is followed by a discussion of techniques which involve the researcher 

taking a step back from immediate field engagement as data collection moves 

more directly into the hands of research participants themselves.  These methods 

including participatory photography (where the traveller takes photos of their 

journeys, then reviews these and associated experiences with the researcher) and 

broader ‘co-investigation’ approaches where community researchers are trained 

in research techniques such as in-depth interviewing of their peers and the 

production of personal mobility diaries in the communities in which they reside.  

The discussion then moves to Participatory Action Research approaches [PAR] 

that can involve making specific interventions in the mobility/transport arena and 

assessing their impact.  The penultimate sections of the chapter consider digital 

approaches to participatory research and how these are expanding in response to 

the challenges to face-to-face research imposed by COVID-19. In-depth 

interactions with vulnerable groups, whatever the research mode, almost 

inevitably raise complex ethical questions – these form the focus of a final 

section.  

 

Stationary researcher-led field studies  

Mobile methodologies have gained popularity in recent years (part of the new 

mobilities paradigm promoted particularly by Sheller and Urry’s 2006 persuasive 

work) and are discussed in following sections of this chapter. However, it is 

important to also consider what can be gained from traditional stationary in-depth 

interviews with vulnerable individuals, and with other potential stakeholders, if 

only as a preamble to subsequent mobile investigations (and in combination with 

the careful observation of context that should be an essential complement to all 

transport/mobility data collection).  Such ‘sit-down’ interviews are often 

conducted when travellers are waiting at transport hubs, for instance at bus or rail 

stations; some take place within respondents’ homes.   
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In the in-depth interview we move away from the formal survey questionnaire 

towards structured and semi-structured interviews in which, typically, the 

respondent’s active participation is elicited as a means to enabling intensive 

exploration of themes. The semi-structured interview using a checklist often 

proves particularly valuable as a first stage in understanding unmet mobility 

needs and mobility constraints because it encourages open conversation and the 

potential to access issues that the researcher has not anticipated. Following 

standard interviewing preliminaries (reasons for the interview, consent form with 

a statement regarding anonymity, an initial collection of relevant basic 

information about the respondent such as age, gender, occupation etc., 

agreements regarding the mode of recording the discussion) the researcher 

typically works with a check-list interview guide of perhaps 10 key questions 

built around one or two major themes. Often the starting point will be the 

respondent’s current daily travel patterns and practices, key accessibility needs, 

everyday mobility challenges and unmet needs.  The checklist is likely to change 

over time as new key questions and themes emerge.  

To provide a few examples, a mix of in-depth interviews was used in conjunction 

with edited videotape of 5 different traffic conditions in one UK street in an early 

study by Hine (1996) to more fully assess the impact of traffic on pedestrian 

behaviour. In a more specifically political study, Legacy (2016) offers an example 

of the application of in-depth interviewing, accompanied by social media, 

commercial media and policy document analysis, in Melbourne, Australia.  This 

was used to chart how campaigners responded to a politicised (automobile 

focused) urban transport plan, opposing a 6km inner-city road tunnel plan that 

was about to be implemented by elected officials without public consultation.   

Although individual personal narratives may be discounted by policy makers, in 

research of this kind the compilation of evidence from a diversity of individuals, 
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such that the sum of voices is greater than the individual parts, may be more 

difficult to ignore.  

Other examples demonstrate the potential of static interviewing for exploring 

people-centred transport issues in low-income country contexts. A number of 

these are specifically focused on gender issues in transport, a topic which has 

rarely been central to transport planning activities.  An early city study by Seedat 

et al. (2006) used just a small set of in-depth interviews (with 10 young women 

students in Johannesburg and 9 in Delhi) to demonstrate, very effectively, the 

value of such small-scale investigations in highlighting the need for more 

integrated transport planning and crime prevention and safety interventions.  

Sadly, such detailed focus on women's walking experiences in urban Africa 

remains surprisingly rare and the widespread harassment to which Seedat et al. 

(2006) refer remains a significant factor inhibiting women’s mobility in both 

cities.   

There is also remarkably little information regarding women’s experiences of 

working in the transport sector in low income country contexts.  Here Naysmith 

and Rubincam’s (2012) semi-structured interviews in South Africa with  just (5) 

female truck drivers  (all in person) and (35) road freight employers (some 

interviewed by phone), show the valuable insights such exploratory work can 

provide regarding the constraints women face in the sector.  In this case the 

research led to subsequent production of a film and multi-media exhibition.   

More recently, a mix of informal and semi-structured interviews was utilised in 

research with drivers, passengers and industry stakeholder interviews (along with 

GPS and surveys) by Evans et al. (2018) in work to understand the informal 

motorcycle taxi businesses of Kampala (an issue now of widespread importance 

to transport planners across much of sub-Saharan Africa).  

Semi-structured interviews can also be used to build a more nuanced 

understanding of travel behaviour through mobility biographies. In a 



8 
 

development of the standard life history approach, these offer an opportunity to 

explore, through narrative-interpretative inquiries, how people’s everyday 

mobilities may change over the life-course. Plyushteva and Schwanen (2018) 

demonstrate the value of this approach through in-depth studies with women who 

are long-term residents in Manila and London. Travel behaviour is thus examined 

with specific reference to the relational settings and associated negotiations in 

which journeys emerge and to other factors of contextual change, facilitating 

conditions, intrinsic motivations, and the interactions between structural factors 

and human agency (see also Uteng and Turner 2019).  Taking a slightly different 

approach Vecchio (2020) uses 20 semi-structured interviews built round three 

themes (subjects; valued activities; mobility practice) to build micro-stories of 

people’s mobile lives in peripheral settlements of Bogota. He suggests these 

stories, which emphasise the interdependencies of mobility with others 

(principally family members), can provide a potential first input for the design of 

urban mobility policy in the neighbourhoods where they were collected. Through 

such an approach small-scale mobility intervention experiments might be 

introduced, for instance, thus helping overcome the ‘difficulty of representing 

marginal areas of a city and the structural limitations of tools such as Origin-

Destination surveys’ (which pick up basic trips by individuals but will not 

identify the challenges, tactics and relational networks that may enhance or 

impede mobility).   

Focus groups are commonly used as a complement to in-depth interviewing in 

the participatory research repertoire.  Their hallmark is the explicit use of group 

interaction to produce data and insights: as such they can offer a valuable 

complement to participant observation and individual interviews. With 

vulnerable groups they may also offer the advantage of being less intimidating 

than a one-to-one meeting with an outsider and perhaps enable participants to feel 

they can keep more control of proceedings (Langevang 2007). With around 6-10 
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participants per group, common practice is to start with a relatively homogeneous 

group (especially regarding social class, maybe also gender) and pursue a 

relatively structured discussion with high moderator involvement.  Focus groups 

discussions (FGDs) may suffer some potential disadvantages: as with in-depth 

individual interviews there is the concern that, given such small numbers, these 

produce essentially personal narratives that may be discounted by policy makers, 

especially where FGD participants belong to marginalised groups.   Also, 

participation may be restricted where people defer to authority, especially 

dominant and controlling FGD members, or in situations where public 

participation in the local context is weak.  Sensitive material is usually better 

handled in individual interviews.  

Eleven two-hour professionally facilitated FGDs were central to Lucas’s  

research in Tshwane Metropolitan Region (2011) aimed at exploring issues of 

transport and social exclusion.  This research, commissioned by the South African 

Department of Transportation, brought together sets of 8-10 people in a group for 

2 hours. Following a series of prior field visits and conversations with local 

people, a topic guide was produced for the FGDs. The participants, who were 

selected to represent a range of different socially disadvantaged groups and 

settlement types, were asked first to talk about wider concerns about the areas in 

which they live, and this then led on to talk about physical access to services, 

their transport problems and how this affected their lives. Lucas’ work 

demonstrates the potential of FGDs in this development context very effectively, 

but also points to the vital connectivities between transport and other sectors of 

government that have to be addressed if such research is to achieve the social 

inclusion to which it aspires: needless to say, this is still very far from its target 

globally. 

Ibeas et al. (2011) suggest a slight variation on the FGD, the Mega Focus Group 

[MFG], operated along the same lines as a standard focus group but with 40 to 60 
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participants.  They describe the potential of the MFG as a first stage in promoting 

citizen involvement in sustainable mobility planning: the MFG is used to garner 

preliminary opinions of public and private transport that can help determine the 

feasibility of promoting more sustainable means of transport – public owned 

bicycles - as an alternative to private cars and standard buses.  They apply this 

approach in Santander, Spain, where it also proved an important tool for the 

subsequent identification of interest groups for incorporating in smaller standard 

size focus groups where specific issues related to the adoption of bicycles could 

be tackled more effectively. The information they obtained encouragingly 

became incorporated into the mobility plan for the city, involving the 

management of the public bicycle system, design of a bike lane network and 

readjusting of some bus line frequencies.  This study shows how MFGs offer an 

opportunity to extend citizen involvement and give a firmer sense of local 

community insights.  Moreover, since it is likely to be harder than with an FGD 

for the researcher team setting up the meeting to oversee the composition of the 

group as a whole, this could bring benefits in terms of perceived independence of 

findings. However, managing large groups for the purposes of ascertaining key 

community issues can be challenging, and there is still the potential for powerful 

voices to manipulate outcomes. 

Focus groups with a small number of participants can also enable valuable static  

participatory mapping exercises.  Although such mapping typically started life 

as NGO-led rural exercises in the Global South, it also has relevance in urban 

contexts globally, for instance helping with preliminary identification of parts of 

the neighbourhood with difficult surfaces for people using wheelchairs to 

negotiate, locations that women find particularly hazardous to travel through at 

certain times of day or night, or road crossing points where children fear traffic 

dangers en route to school.  Group work during the mapping process encourages 

discussion and debate which, if observed and noted by the researcher[s], can add 
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valuable additional information beyond the map produced. Stewart (2017) shows 

how a combination of focus groups and recent developments in accessibility 

modelling are opening new possibilities to improve participation of local 

communities in accessibility-based transport planning through digital interactive 

tools and collaborative scenario building (Pereira 2018).  

 

 

    

Mobile ‘go along’ methods with direct researcher participation 

Mobile studies, in which the researcher accompanies or follows the respondent 

can be traced back to the mid-twentieth century (notably work in US urban 

planning by Lynch (1960). They have gained popularity in recent years, promoted 

by Sheller and Urry’s (2006) mobilities work and the impetus that the ‘mobilities 

turn’ has given to new thinking in transport studies (Porter et al. 2017: 41).  Watts 

and Urry,2008, p. 867 describe these approaches under the broad heading ‘mobile 

ethnography’, since they involve “travelling with people and things, participating 

in their continual shift through time, place and relations with others”. Mobile 

studies are often focused beyond transport per se, for instance around 

understanding family environments (Walker et al. 2014), physical or mental 

health (Carpiano 2009, Copelton 2010, Doughty 2013), the significance of place 

and power (Palmgren 2018 on walks in shopping malls) or for broad city planning 

and urban renewal projects (Kowalewski and Bartlomiejski 2020). Participant 

observation tends to be even more key to these mobile interviews than it is in in-

depth interviewing and focus group discussions – the researcher’s noting of their 

own sights, sounds and feelings can contribute vital contextual understanding.  
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Walking interviews: In inter-disciplinary mobility-focussed studies conducted 

with children in Ghana, Malawi and South Africa (Porter et al. 2010, 2017) the 

research emphasis was on exploring the transport and mobility issues that the 

children faced in their rural and peri-urban communities, but also aimed to 

understand the wider context in which young people’s mobile lives played out 

and the interrelationships between movement on the journey and the moorings 

from which that movement was undertaken (Cresswell 2010).  The approach is 

described as mobile ethnography since it combined interview with some of the 

contextual insights of traditional ethnographic method, examining participants’ 

interpretations of their context while experiencing those contexts personally 

(Porter et al. 2010, 2017:41-46;  see also Carpiano 2009). Walks conducted with 

children travelling home from school – sometimes 5 km distant - in the study sites 

in all three countries (where the teams had worked since 2006) demonstrated the 

important benefits of the walking interview for understanding young people’s 

lives and the diversity of mobility constraints they face (such as exhaustion 

following pedestrian load-carrying of heavy produce for family members before 

the walk to school, or fear of graveyards and the supernatural, robbery and rape). 

Despite the evidently unequal power relationship of adult researchers, the 

researchers in this study found they could more easily build rapport with the child 

respondents [aged c. 9 to 18y] than had been possible in static contexts.  Shy 

children did not need to make eye contact as they walked side-by-side with the 

academic research team, while silences were natural when travelling across 

uneven ground (giving time for considered reflections or responses to our 

questions). Moving from recording of observations associated with walking 

exercises to planning decisions on the ground (whether in transport or wider 

settlement/area planning) is not straightforward, but getting a local councillor 

along to participate in one of these walking groups in Eastern Cape, South Africa, 

as the children trekked to their homes in a remote village c. 5km from school – a 
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route incorporating a long, lonely hilltop climb – may have contributed to the 

subsequent government decisions to build a new road to this settlement, and the 

siting of a new school in the village itself (Porter et al. 2017: ).  

Walking as a participatory methodology for transport-focused research is 

particularly apposite when researching the mobility of more vulnerable people 

since these tend to be among the groups who, of necessity, walk because they 

cannot afford either personal transport equipment or fares on public transport.  

Moreover, since walking produces a shared rhythm of movement (Lee and 

Ingold, 2006) it encourages conversation, companionability and the sharing of 

understandings. As Ingold and Vergunst,2008, p. 1) observe, “social relations ….. 

are not enacted in situ but are paced out along the ground”.   

Walking as a transport research tool seems to have mostly emerged rather later in 

urban than in rural contexts. Hodgson’s (2012) research in Leeds, UK, with just 

29 respondents, which included walking round their neighbourhood and 

emphasised social practices of walking, was important in drawing attention to the 

clear disjuncture with planners’ provision and policy in this context. In this case, 

policy was found to focus principally on infrastructure design, not the needs of 

walkers or the interactions between walking and sociality, or women’s fear of 

attack.  

McFarlane and Silver (2017) use a slight variant of the walking interview, what 

they term ‘follow-along participant observation’, with 6 participants from a low-

income neighbourhood in Kampala to explore constraints on urban life.  They 

spent days with these 6 participants, as they navigated the city, both observing 

them from a distance and sometimes making observations from close by.  

Observations at traffic jams and around route choices, for instance, helped them 

build insights into the textures of city life. A local photographer provided an 

accompanying photo-documentary.  Combined with interviews, focus groups and 

workshops, this approach - focused as it is on social infrastructure and its wider 
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connectivities to the city and the state – clearly has the potential to feed into urban 

and transport planning activities.   

Such walking interview methods will not suit everyone, as Castrodale (2018) 

shows with reference to research with people with a disability in Canadian 

university locations and Porter et al. (2015) discovered when working with older 

people on a mobilities study in Tanzania. In Castrodale’s study, respondents refer 

to accessibility concerns including physical barriers like steep steps, but  there are 

also attitudinal barriers around feelings of heightened exposure to surveillance 

and likely stigmatization.  In the Tanzania case, the older people peer researchers  

said firstly that the prospect of walking would be too daunting physically for their 

elderly respondents but also made the point that such walks would be difficult for 

them personally.  This made sense in the rural context of farm compounds and 

unmade roads where the residents they were interviewing lived and also given 

the age group of both the researchers and respondents concerned.    Nonetheless, 

walking interviews have potential in many situations not only to help address the 

impact of power imbalances between respondent and researcher and identify key 

elements necessary for improved pedestrian travel planning, but can also provide 

a valuable mnemonic device, prompting the respondent with reminders about 

points and issues that may have been overlooked in a previous static interview.  

‘Ride alongs’, that take accompanied travel by researchers or their equipment 

into the motorised transport arena are less common. While these are rarely 

conducted formally by transport professionals or drawn on in transport studies, 

they have the potential to provide significant insights unavailable by other means, 

because of the in-depth participant observation that tends to be their hallmark.  

An early example comes from work by Watts and Urry (2008).  They conducted 

what they term a ‘thin ethnography’ of twelve timetabled train and bus journeys 

in the UK: this included high-speed train lines, rural and urban buses, and express 

coach services. One of the two travelled on the same timetabled journey five times 
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(either on sequential days or on the same day every week), and made notes, 

photographs, and short videos over 260+ hours of travel time.  By repeating the 

same journey, they experienced similar concerns to regular commuters on these 

routes. The timetable remains, they argue, “a crucial actor in the journey (often 

present to the passenger through WAP (wireless application protocol), wi-fi, text 

messaging, and other mobile data services, as well as in printouts and paper)” 

(Watts and Urry, 2008, p. 868).  At the same time they note that travel time as a 

passenger experience extends beyond the clock time of the timetable: “Saving 

travel time is not necessarily a matter of reducing the minutes between departure 

and arrival, but can involve attending to how the social and material practices of 

travel compress passenger travel time.”  There are resonances here with current 

debates in the UK around travel time and the planned HS2 train route.   

Bissell (2008), principally taking an autoethnographic approach centred on 

participant observation, but also including interviews with other travellers and 

photography, draws on his experiences of 116 rail journeys in the UK to point out 

some of the visual aspects of the journey that are important for transport services 

planning.  This includes factors such as the security associated with being able to 

see one’s luggage and evaluate and avoid what are perceived as potentially 

unpleasant (e.g. inebriated) or even dangerous fellow passengers.  His findings 

suggest the value of open plan carriages without dividers and seating 

arrangements, including low backed seats that allow surveillance, rather than 

walled compartments. More recently, Middleton and Byles (2019) have 

developed a self-directed video methodology using GoPro cameras and go-

alongs in their research with visually impaired young people across London. 

In lower-income countries there are even fewer examples of studies focused on 

transport services taking an ethnographic approach.  D’hondt (2009), through 

participant observation on c.500 journeys on minibuses, explores the interactions 

that occur during drop-offs between minibus operators and the commuter 
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passengers who frequent them on city-wide journeys in Dar es Salaam. Xaio 

(2019) uses a distinctly auto-ethnographic approach in an equally challenging 

context: the danfo (minibus) system and other transport systems in Lagos. His 

work shows that the experiential dimension of urban transport merits closer 

scrutiny. Self-narrative (combined with open-ended interviews with other users, 

conductors and drivers) can help demonstrate the complexities faced both by 

passengers and drivers as they navigate urban mobilities that cross the formal and 

informal sectors in Lagos. His narrative identifies, for instance, some of the major 

problems that passenger face and the tactics they employ.  Even at major bus 

terminals and stops, they typically wait outside without shelter or amenities 

(which encourages people who can afford to do so to pay a higher fare to avoid 

walking or a long wait in bad weather).  

In a current research project with young women transport users and transport 

employees1 led by the first author, accompanied journeys in Tunis undertaken by 

a female member of our team with transport workers (mostly with women ticket 

sellers on the buses), have highlighted the stresses they face in this work.  One 

interview took place with a woman driver in her early 30s working on the city’s 

light rail metro system as she drove her tram out from the city centre2.  This 

brought to the fore a series of security incidents and concerns during the journey, 

which took the train into one of Tunis’s lowest income neighbourhoods.  It is 

unlikely that we could have picked up the strength and nuances of her concerns 

around specific stretches of line and tunnel in a static interview. 

Other studies have focused on ‘go-alongs’ in personal vehicles. Research in 

which a respondent is accompanied in their personal vehicle by the researchers’ 

video and audio recorder allow Harada and Waitt (2013) to better understand 

 
1  see https://transportandyouthemploymentinafrica.com 
2  This was arranged with her employer and including approval of both employer 
and driver for a video interview during the journey. 
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transport choices (in the context of climate change) and explore unforeseen 

aspects of driving in a small Australian city.  They use - and specifically compare 

- mobile methods with conventional semi-structured interviews, emphasising the 

value of ride-alongs for understanding the way participants think about their car 

and pick up emotional registers and bodily reactions.   

Once we move to cycles or motorcycles designed for a sole rider, participatory 

approaches directly engaging the researcher or their recording equipment as 

passenger/accompanying rider are more challenging and tend to encourage a 

focus on GPS tracking, sometimes with follow-up stationary interviews (for 

instance, Pooley 2013 for cycles in the UK; Evans et al. 2018 for motorcycles in 

Kampala). GPS mapping has also been central to producing public transport maps 

in Nairobi, with both policy and planning impact (albeit hard-won). In this case 

the research took a collaborative mapping approach in which local students 

travelled matatu routes with GPS-enabled cell phones, supported by (presumably 

stationary) interviews and focus group discussions with drivers (Klopp and 

Cavoli 2018).   

 

Co-investigation practices that enable direct participation by research 

participants  

There are many contexts in mobilities research where direct participation by the 

researcher is constrained and it is necessary to step back from direct field 

engagement. We have pointed above to some of the practical difficulties of 

accompanying moving research subjects, but there are often other impediments 

that work against sound data collection, not least locations where it may be 

difficult for non-local researchers (even if resident in the same city) to obtain 

adequate information. This is likely to be particularly the case in very low-income 

neighbourhoods where incomers are viewed with suspicion and field work can 
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possibly expose the researcher to hostility, even violence.  Work with vulnerable 

groups such as children or older people may also be constrained because of 

perceived power differences and associated suspicions. In these circumstances it 

can be far more effective to move primary data collection directly into the hands 

of research participants themselves.  

Participatory photography methods such as Photovoice have often been used 

in vulnerable communities because they can offer such a powerful tool for 

participants to present their own view of the world.  Photovoice is a visual 

research methodology that provides participants with  cameras to help them to 

document, reflect upon, and communicate issues of concern; it tends to be 

focused on promoting social change. There are many good examples of 

participatory photography where study respondents have taken photos at 

stopping points or during their journeys, then reviewed these and associated 

context with the researcher to help build a clear picture of their travel and 

transport experiences. Ward et al. (2015) use this approach to explore the 

transport experiences of young Maori, Pacific and Asian non-drivers in 

Auckland, New Zealand, and their ideas for infrastructure improvements.  

Subsequently Ward et al. (2015) use photovoice to examine the influence of 

transport on the well-being of (16-18y) teenagers schooling in another city in 

New Zealand (Invercargill).  Here, given the high cost of licencing and driving 

a car, most of the students were happy to walk and saw this as contributing to 

their wellbeing (in some cases despite relatively lengthy treks and common 

traffic safety concerns).  In similar vein, Bowles (2017) teaches women porters 

in Accra, Ghana, how to take photographs with a 35mm pre-loaded camera and 

demonstrates the power of their photo-narratives to throw light on embodied 

transport practices that are unlikely to be encountered by or considered in 

conventional transport planning, yet whose work is critical to the movement of 

goods in the constrained locations where they operate.   However, it is 
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important to note potential ethical and safety issues associated with 

participatory photography, particularly the importance of ensuring participants 

receive adequate training around potential security issues and the crucial 

importance of  obtaining clear (preferably written) consent before they take 

photographs of individuals in their community.  Taking pictures can be 

dangerous for the photographer, even for those who are long-term residents in a 

neighbourhood, for instance if illegal activities are being photographed.  Issues 

around photography are further discussed in the section on ethical 

considerations below.   

Peer research: A broader community ‘co-investigation’ approach has been used 

extensively in a series of African mobility/transport studies with vulnerable 

groups led by the first author. In this approach, working in collaboration with 

local universities and local and international NGOs, residents in the study 

community are trained in research techniques so that they can conduct in-depth 

interviews with their peers and also produce personal mobility diaries (Porter 

2016); for work with children see (Porter and Abane 2008, Porter et al. 2010, 

2017 ),; with older people see (Porter et al. 2013, 2014, 2015, Mulongo, Porter et 

al. 2019); with young unemployed women see  

https://transportandyouthemploymentinafrica.com/ 

In each of the studies listed above, people were recruited from the study 

community concerned (often via NGOs already working there): 70 young people 

aged 11-19 years were recruited from sites across Ghana, Malawi and South 

Africa for the child mobility study; 12 older people from one village in Kibaha 

district, Tanzania; 18 young unemployed women in an ongoing project in low-

income areas of Abuja, Cape Town and Tunis city regions.  In each case the peer 

researchers undertook a quite intensive one-week training, incorporating desk and 

field exercises, then worked independently with people of similar age (though not 
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in every case the same gender) in their communities over a period of weeks or 

months (depending in part on personal interest and other commitments). Support 

was always at hand (by phone or in person) from project staff and field assistants 

who had helped with the initial training.   

Other recent studies which build on this peer research approach has been 

developed in a mobilities project in Instanbul led by Nihan AkyelkenHer work 

with peer researchers is very effectively demonstrated in a video available at: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CoJ_EUgjeQc    

Whatever the precise characteristics of the vulnerable group, careful 

establishment and agreement of ethical practices at the outset is essential, as is a 

persistent eye to ensure that such standards are maintained throughout the 

programme of research (Porter et al. 2015; Porter 2016).   

Bringing peer researchers into the policy and practice arena: Work with peer 

researchers has proved invaluable not only in building understanding of the issues 

faced by vulnerable groups in sensitive contexts but also then in taking these 

issues to relevant policymakers and practitioners who may be able to help 

progress key issues.  At the inception of the peer researcher projects led by the 

first author (described above), establishing a Country Consultative Group (CCG), 

consisting  of c. 20 relevant participants from transport ministries, other relevant 

ministries (e.g. women and children’s affairs, education, health etc.), NGOs and 

CBOs, transport unions, together with the peer researchers and the academic 

research team,  provides critical infrastructure for ensuring that peer researchers 

will be able to engage directly with key transport sector organisations (Porter 

2014).   

With direct relevant evidence to hand the peer researchers are, in essence, ‘citizen 

scientists’: they often have the confidence to speak with authority to the CCG 

about the mobility issues that are faced in their communities.  Typically the CCGs  
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meet at intervals of 4-6 months during the research from its inception phase 

onwards and help to shape the research.  This also encourages ownership of the 

project and its findings.  At the final project workshop of the older people research 

study in Dar es Salaam, for instance, attended by local and national government 

officials from the health and transport sectors, as well as diverse NGOs, the peer 

researchers were able to argue their case for stronger government support to older 

people with remarkable confidence (Porter et al. 2015). Such genuinely 

participatory processes, which not only provide clear evidence but can also help 

bring the issues at stake to wider public attention, thus arguably have a substantial 

role to play in improving social justice in Africa’s transport sector.   

 

Participatory Action Research involving direct interventions  

Participatory Action Research tends to be characterised not only by a focus on 

working with people (as opposed to on them) but also by associated joint 

researcher/community intervention experiments.    Until recently this approach in 

which researchers and study community members work together as co-

participants has only rarely been adopted in transport studies.  However, it can 

offer a really valuable route to understanding and resolving the complexities 

associated with promoting change in the transport sector.  

 

Some years ago the Africa Transport Programme (SSATP 2005: 153) noted how 

user participation was ‘considered essential to the success of the NMT [Non-

Motorised Transport] pilot projects’ they ran in Africa. They established user 

platforms to articulate and prioritise user needs in their projects, and ensure their 

active involvement in planning interventions etc., despite some resistance from 

engineering professionals (ibid 153-156).  Over ensuing years, however, 

communities seem to have mostly been relegated once again to the borders of 
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transport planning – whether with reference to walking, cycling, or motorised 

transport.  

 

An early participatory action research study in Ghana into Intermediate Means of 

Transport (IMT) provided a clear example of the breadth and depth of learning 

that intervention studies conducted with communities can offer to the research 

process (Porter, Blaufuss, Acheampong 2012).  Failed projects had been 

numerous in the IMT sector, despite the seeming relevance of IMTs such as hand- 

and bicycle-carts, in contexts where motorised vehicles were beyond the financial 

capacity of the majority (especially women).  Even so, they continued to be 

promoted as a low cost, ‘appropriate’ solution by various agencies (Salifu, 1994; 

Starkey, 2001). Baseline research with communities in five coastal Ghana 

villages with poor road access was followed by a transport intervention in 

collaboration with the villagers and Ghana’s Ministry of Food and Agriculture.  

This involved introduction of different kinds of IMT equipment and detailed 

monitoring of their impacts by resident research assistants in collaboration with 

the communities over an 18-month period. This proved very effective in 

improving understanding of patterns of adoption and non-adoption of transport 

technologies among poor rural women. It revealed, in particular, many important 

issues around differences between prior stated preferences and actual gendered 

patterns of adoption and non-adoption in this context which have wider 

application (Porter et al. 2015).   

Another action research study, similarly focused on understanding a transport 

conundrum– why roads in relatively good condition in rural areas may not be 

used by minibuses - was undertaken in Malawi (Raballand et al., 2011). In this 

case a minibus service was subsidized over a six-month period over a distance of 

20 kilometres to serve five villages. The researchers allocated prices for use of 

the bus randomly, and through this experiment demonstrated that at very low 
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prices, bus usage was high and decreased rapidly with increased prices. However, 

based on the results of take-up and minibus provider surveys, the experiment 

showed that, at any price, low (with high usage) or high (with low usage), a bus 

service provider never breaks even on this road due to the overall low level of 

passenger resources available to pay fares. This helped explain why walking or 

cycling is so widespread on most rural roads in Sub-Saharan Africa and 

demonstrated why motorized services need to be subsidized: without subsidy 

even a road in good condition is likely to be left without a bus service at an 

affordable price for local people.   

The authors of this chapter are currently engaged in a Participatory Action 

Research study with unemployed women in low income areas of three cities – 

Tunis, Abuja and Cape Town.  This study (commenced late in 2018 but currently 

partially stalled by COVID-19), involves a mix of UK and in-country academics 

working closely with peer researchers (as noted in a previous section – see 

endnote i for the web reference), their communities, an International NGO, local 

gender and/or transport-focused NGOs and Country Consultative Groups.  

Having undertaken in depth baseline field research with peer researchers, we are 

exploring the potential to improve women’s access to safe transport services and 

improve their employment prospects in the transport sector through piloting and 

assessing a series of skills-based interventions.  One set of interventions will 

focus on aiding women transport users to access work more easily, another set to 

improve women’s potential to access work in the transport sector, based on our 

research findings.  The design of each pilot is context specific, being shaped both 

by baseline findings and ongoing work with our Country Consultative Groups.    

Attention to the potentialities of PAR now seems to be slowly gathering pace in 

the transport planning arena, seemingly in part a response to Sheller’s (2018) 

persuasive calls for greater attention to mobility justice.  Verlinghieri (2020), for 

instance, has been working with grassroots movements in two cities (Rio de 
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Janeiro, Brazil and Aquila, Italy) that face significant transport planning 

challenges. In this case the intervention is focused on promoting more 

participatory arenas where marginalized groups can have a voice: it emphasises 

the mobility crisis as a political crisis.  Similarly, Sagaris et al. (2020) take a PAR 

approach in two Chilean cities, working with advocacy/grassroots neighbourhood 

associations to frame sustainable transport and social justice in policy agendas; 

their work is built round a series of participatory workshops and surveys.  The 

potential complexities of PAR, evident from both those studies, are further 

demonstrated in a broader mobility context charting refugee mobility across 

European borders (Starodub 2019). Nonetheless, the power of PAR to 

understand, engage with and promote positive change towards mobility justice 

looks set to encourage its wider uptake in the next decade.  

 

Digital methodologies  

Since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic in late 2019, many research projects 

have been disrupted, paused, or abandoned following national lockdowns which 

have restricted options to conduct face-to-face research (Sy et al. 2020). In 

countries where national lockdowns have been put in place much research has 

gone entirely online, posing new questions about appropriate field methodologies 

especially with reference to working with vulnerable groups (Braun et al 2020; 

(König et al 2020).   

Some online tools for collecting data such as surveys or social media scraping 

and computer assisted content analysis had been utilised for many years prior to 

the pandemic (Fielding, Lee and Blank 2008). Within the field of transport 

planning, digital methodologies had been used as a way of exploring users’ 

perceptions of accessible and safe road systems (Griffin and Jiao 2019). 

Crowdsourcing, for instance, is an online tool that takes a bottom-up approach 
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whereby users can voice their opinions about suitable or safe transport routes.  

However, as Griffin and Jiao (2019) suggest, participatory spatial technologies 

need to include the engagement process, and not just focus on the technology 

itself. They thus refer to a PPGRS (a public geography information system) or 

‘wikimap’ that allows people to click on a location on a computer-based map to 

inform transport planners about the routes they prefer and the problems they 

identify. This can include difficult routes for walking and cycling. The app 

prompts the user to rate a ride as positive or negative, calculates the overall rating 

of all routes, and records the total amount of users on each roadway. 

Using smartphones as a tool for generating findings can, in some instances, 

promote the inclusion of lower income groups, particularly if they are more likely 

to participate in online forums than in-person meetings. In the TRIPS project 

(Transport Innovation for vulnerable-to-exclusion people needs satisfaction), 

conducted in seven European pilot cities in 2020, transport users with access 

needs came together with transport organisations, technology and system 

integration experts to work on inclusive mobility solutions (König et al. 2020). 

The project is framed as a ‘co-design for all’ methodology that involves users in 

the decision making – for instance, by forming working groups, implementing 

social media analysis, and conducting qualitative interviews.  However, in this 

case, the researchers note that the Covid-19 pandemic has necessitated a shift to 

using entirely online methodologies. Instead of interviewing respondents face-to-

face or observing users taking public transport, the team have shifted their focus 

to studying social media content regarding users’ mobility issues and conducting 

an online questionnaire. The team have analysed social media content regarding 

accessibility needs before, during and after travelling on public transport (such as 

by bus, metro, ridesharing or bike-sharing). Social media platforms were also 

scanned using search terms such as ‘mobility-impaired’, ‘disabled’, ‘visually 

impaired’ or ‘taxi’, ‘metro’ or ‘subway’. Qualitative interviews were conducted 
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via phone or video regarding choice behaviour, barriers, and participation in 

transport design.  

 

Anik et al (2020), using a slightly different approach, explore how young people 

can become more involved in transport planning in Dhaka, Bangladesh.  Their 

research considers the premise that young people may be reluctant to express 

themselves in focus groups but be more comfortable participating in social media 

forums to voice their opinions on a topic. Study participants used Facebook to 

express their views regarding transportation. A tool to analyse user’s inputs was 

used (Sociograph) and follow up focus group interviews were conducted with 

non-group members regarding the social media content (Anik et al. 2020). The 

extracted text from social media platforms as well as the focus group data were 

compiled separately and analysed through text mining (word cloud construction 

and topic modelling). Afterwards an online survey was conducted asking 

participants to prioritise the preference and perception of various characteristics 

(Analytic Hierarchy Process) which was followed up with a similar survey with 

transport professionals (Anik el al. 2020). 

 

A wider view of digital technology in transport planning takes us to the concept 

of the ‘smart city’ that has developed over the last two decades. This generally 

incorporates civic engagement via technology, and is often driven by ‘big data’.  

However, the concept tends to be largely driven by Global North perceptions of 

the technologically advanced city as the most ‘desirable’.  Large amounts of data 

are collected through ICT technologies and then analysed by machine learning 

for better efficiency (Lee, Woods and Kong 2019). Ethical concerns have been 

raised about the methods utilised, for instance in terms of privacy and internet 

security (Bunders and Varro 2020). Moreover, the poor may risk being 

marginalised, especially when segments of the population cannot afford to buy 

smart technologies (Lee, Woods and Kong 2019). Careful attention to questions 
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around who has access to the data, who is included in the data collection and 

whose interests are served is crucial. Although some initiatives have focused on 

‘smart cities for the poor’, these projects often have a short-term funding period 

and users may lose interest quickly, even when training has been offered in ICT 

technologies. It has also been taken for granted that everyone had the means to 

travel to training facilities which is not always the case (Lee, Woods and Kong 

2019). Finally, it must be noted that that a return to focusing on numbers  per se 

(the main commuting flows etc.) will further detract from investigations into  user 

experiences and the diversity of their needs. 

 

 

Wider considerations regarding field research in the context of Covid-19 

Many researchers are now starting to reflect on how their planned projects are 

being - or need to be - modified during Covid-19. This unprecedented situation 

arguably provides a space to consider different methodologies for addressing 

in/justice in transport and mobilities (Verlinghieri and Schwanen 2020) but it also 

raises new challenges.  While face-to-face interviews may have been the research 

method approved by ethics committees, amendments will be required. Recent 

publications have focused on the risks of over-presenting certain groups who have 

access to digital technologies such as smartphones as well as the internet. It is 

also important to consider the digital literacy of research participants, particularly 

regarding the communication of informed consent. Online consent forms need to 

be clear, with simple instructions (Sy et al 2020). If using video platforms, the 

research participants should have the option of using either audio or video calls.   

 

Whatever the potential mode of contact and engagement, respondents can be 

reluctant to be interviewed during the pandemic, given potential stresses around 

issues such as health, food supply and income: for instance, they may have little 

time for interviews due to the need to constantly search for employment and 
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income. Moreover, respondents may find it difficult to establish new 

relationships through digital communication as opposed to face-to-face contact 

(Goralska 2020).  There can also be privacy issues when interviewees face 

stasis, sitting in a home crowded with relatives and without a space where they 

can talk privately and without interruptions (Liegghio and Caragata 2020, 

Parkes et al 2020) – though, of course, this point can also apply to face-to-face 

interviews.   

 

Despite the potential issues noted above, remote methods may be more accessible 

to those people with physical mobility constraints and may offer more anonymity 

and privacy, if the online platforms are secure (Sy et al 2020). One innovative 

research tool that is gaining prominence during the Covid-19 pandemic is the 

digital podcast tool. Scholars in Australia, Canada, the US, the UK, India, Iran, 

Germany, Singapore and New Zealand provided audio recordings of how their 

cities had been impacted during the pandemic, and these audio files were 

collected and edited into a podcast. The project involved asking participants what 

a city sounds like - for instance, the sound of transport and whether the sounds 

had changed due to lockdown (Rogers et al 2020). 

 

Mobility diaries can offer another approach to constraints on face-to-face 

fieldwork during the prevailing pandemic. The solicited diary method (Meth 

2003) which involves asking respondents to write accounts of their daily lives has 

benefits when direct access to respondents is difficult and topics covered may be 

sensitive. This method is different from a personal diary given that it is written in 

response to a request from a researcher and the diarist can select the material to 

include, albeit with likely specific reference to the commissioning researcher’s 

interests.  It contrasts with private diaries that might involve more sensitive 

material, where ethical questions could arise around researcher use of such data. 
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Respondent diaries can be analysed thematically by the researcher, notably to 

pick out prevailing issues in conditions of restricted mobility (Moises 2020).3  

In a crowdsourced document developed during the Covid-19 pandemic, Lupton 

(2020) emphasises that the diary method can be structured like a questionnaire or 

semi-structured interview or by asking for free-flowing information. Diaries can 

both be events-based (e.g. when lockdown occurs) or can be used over months or 

hours. Diaries can both be photo-based, or a collage, and can be spoken or written. 

Our own experience of supporting young women in such diary writing in our 

current study cities (Abuja, Tunis, Cape Town) during Covid-19 suggests that 

giving feedback during the process, as well as keeping in regular touch with 

respondents, is vital.  With such support and feedback, it is possible to develop 

insights into the changing mobility needs and patterns of respondents that could 

have considerable significance for future transport planning.   

 

Ethical considerations 

This chapter has emphasised the value of participatory research and it is clear that 

interest in building field investigations with direct citizen participation in living 

labs is now growing rapidly among urban and transport planners worldwide 

(Herrmann-Lunecke et al 2020; Willems et al. 2020; also see, for instance, 

Mintchev 2019 for Lebanon). While this is a very positive move it also introduces 

significant hazards, such that some notes of caution are required. As Mosse 

(2003) observes, the dangers of a rhetoric of partnership and rituals of 

collaboration are substantial.  There is no point researchers conducting research 

with vulnerable groups if the evidence collected is subsequently ignored: it is vital 

 
3 Hodgson (2012) used mobility interviews in her research with low-income 
interviewees - these both involved walking with respondents, and a 3-day 
communication diary that identified their mobility needs. 
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that transport professionals are committed and central to the participatory 

research process itself (Porter and Turner 2019).   

The approaches we recommend for sound data collection also demand very close 

attention to appropriate ethical procedures (to protect all participants, including 

researchers themselves). It is important to ensure that vulnerable groups are 

brought directly into transport planning as active participants who can speak from 

their own evidence, but this is by no means always straightforward. Covid-19 

lockdowns, in particular, may have a significant negative impact on the 

participation of peer researchers/policymakers in the review/analysis due to 

cancellations of meetings and new regulations: some researchers who practice 

participatory approaches are beginning to wonder whether lock-down may result 

in lock-out. It is important to consider that both researchers and research 

participants may be dealing with challenging circumstances in their personal and 

professional contexts (within and outside the current Covid-19 era).  Thus 

deciding to continue or pause a project may require careful considerations and 

ethical review (Sy et al 2020).  

Participatory research always needs to be carried out with very careful 

consideration of the landscapes of power, politics and vested interests in which it 

is located (Mohan and Stokke, 2000; Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Porter 2015, 

2016).  Moreover, the politics of field study arguably increasingly extend beyond 

individual interactions and local community to national and international levels. 

In low income country transport contexts, where the playing out of vested 

interests is often all too apparent, such warnings have particular resonance, 

especially in the current pandemic.  Liegghio an Caragata (2020) consider how 

they had to shift their methods during the COVID-19 pandemic when conducting 

research with vulnerable groups in Canada. They reflect on their concern about 

using video interviews, since this could be interpreted as information extraction 

without the relational element conveyed in an in-depth face-face interview. 
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Moreover, they write about their concerns to pause research with vulnerable 

groups versus the need to stop face-to-face interviews due to the virus. While the 

researchers could afford to suspend knowing about participants’ struggles, they 

concluded that this could come at a huge cost for their target respondents - young 

people living in low-income housing - and the possibility of policy impact 

(Liegghio and Caragata 2020). Their resolution is to use photovoice (discussed 

briefly above; Ward et al 2015) but the training was adapted during the pandemic. 

They moved to remote online conference methods, with a follow up discussion 

on these platforms regarding the photos they had taken. Such methods, in contexts 

where there is access to social media and a stable internet connection, can help 

research participants express themselves and build voice during difficult times.  

 

As Tiidenberg (2018) points out, ethical considerations must go beyond tick-

boxing (such as only relying on informed consent sheets) to a broader discussion 

of the implications of research to avoid harm and exploitation. Social media 

affordances of permanence, searchability, duplicalibility and scaleability can 

change the meanings of a picture that is shared with a friend into a moral dilemma. 

Information that is shared on the internet can make a participant especially 

vulnerable. It is hence important that the participant’s personal information is 

only accessed as authorised by the participant, and that the participant cannot be 

identified in the research data.  

In our current research project with young women transport users and transport 

employees we asked our peer researchers to write diaries about their experiences 

during lockdown but also when there were various relaxations of lockdowns. We 

made it clear from the onset that they should not share photos without consent 

(e.g. of people breaking lockdown rules) and only travel if they needed to anyway. 

Diaries can foster anxiety and are potentially dangerous if they contain reference 

for instance to illegal activities, as Meth (2003) points out with reference to her 
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own work on a gender and violence project in South Africa. In our own work, we 

soon realised that there was a tendency for people to take videos and pictures on 

phones and share events on WhatsApp about police brutality that are potentially 

dangerous for those identifiable – possibly also for the person who took the 

photos. This was not something that we had anticipated at the outset. The 

lockdown situation stressed our respondents and they wanted to share what was 

happening, even though they had been trained on photo consent issues prior to 

the pandemic. An ongoing ethical review is therefore necessary especially when 

participants communicate on online platforms or share diaries. 

 

Conclusion  

In this chapter we have reviewed a diversity of qualitative field methodologies 

that have been built up – albeit by a minority of transport researchers - over the 

last two decades or so.  Many of the approaches we describe are specifically 

aimed at addressing the mobility needs of those low-income communities and 

other vulnerable people - women, children, older people and people with 

disabilities - who are so often ignored when new transport interventions are 

planned.  We recognise that the application of these qualitative field methods is 

unlikely to be simple and straightforward or uncontentious, hence the necessary 

inclusion of a section devoted to associated ethical complexities. Even so, we 

hope that transport planners whose focus is primarily on quantitative approaches 

will reflect on the potential of such methods as a complement to their current 

methodological repertoire and find them worthy of inclusion in their efforts to 

achieve more satisfactory, socially equitable mobility solutions.    

Covid-19 has inevitably impinged on this review of methods.  The fact that 

Covid-19 is not only a health crisis, but also a transport and mobility crisis, 

became glaringly evident at an early stage in the pandemic.   We are now at a 
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moment in time when there is an opportunity to rethink approaches to transport 

planning and, in particular, to plan more socially equitable mobility solutions 

based on a broad application of field research methodologies that can engage 

more effectively - and sensitively - with a wide spectrum of potential transport 

users. This will require concerted effort by transport practitioners with vision and 

commitment to social justice.  However, it has to be admitted that these are 

uncertain times: whether the ‘new normal’ following the COVID-19 pandemic 

will provide the requisite contextual opportunities – not least in the wider political 

economy - to enable such engagement is depressingly uncertain.   
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