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Introduction and research objective 

From the neighbourhood to the city, urban travels are part of everyday life (Ascher 

1995; Glaeser 2012; UN Habitat 2013). Unfortunately, these daily mouvements also 

contribute gravely to global greenhouse gas-emissions (GHG-emissions), which are 

the primary source for global warming and the resulting climate changes (IPCC 2014). 

One approach towards limiting emissions are to reduce the travelled distances, and to 

increase the use of sustainable mobility modes1 (Givoni and Banister 2013; Mees 

2010; Tennøy 2012). Urban planning can be a means to achieve this, building on the 

reciprocal relationship between the built environment2 and people’s travel behaviour 

(Forsyth and Krizek 2010; Naess 2006; Tennøy 2012). Travel behaviour is defined as 

i) The distance covered and ii) The chosen travel mode. It is influenced by macro-level 

social factors as well as elements of the built environment (transportation system, 

urban structure, etc.) (Naess 2006). At the city level, distance from the residence to 

the city center seems to be the most important element with regards to travel behaviour 

(idem). At the neighbourhood level however, the situation becomes less clear and the 

individual preferences seemingly more important. With regards to walking and biking, 

for instance, the presence of sidewalks and elaborate bike infrastructure, appears to 

be more important for kids and the elderly then for adults (Forsyth and Krizek 2010; 

Saelens and Handy 2008). To promote sustainable mobility we need a more nuanced 

picture of the impact of the design of a neighbourhood on its inhabitants’ choice of 

                                                        
1Per today the most sustainable mobility modes are walking, biking, and public transport that runs on zero- or low-

emission fuels, and/or has a high level of occupancy. 

 
2 Here the built environment (in particular at the neighbourhood level) signifies the physical structures that 

surround the urban inhabitant such as streets, pavements, buildings, public plazas, the urban form, etc. 
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mobility modes. Recent years have seen an increase in the number of scientific studies 

on this topic, but much remains to uncover and new approaches are needed (Ewing 

and Handy 2009; Forsyth and Krizek 2010).  

 

Exploring the practices of urban designers  

This communication presents initial results from an ongoing thesis that explores the 

knowledge and insights of urban design professionals regarding the relationship 

between neighbourhood design and its inhabitants’ use of different mobility modes. 

Jane Jacobs (1961) and Kevin Lynch (1960), in their highly influential works, 

demonstrated the importance of observing the city and its inhabitants in order to 

comprehend how people live in it, and move around in it. Urban designers are 

practitioners who do just so. Based on our impression of their practices, we 

hypothesize that i) The knowledge and experience of design practitioners represents 

a source of insight to and understanding of the described relationship, complimentary 

to the scientific knowledge, and ii) Combing the knowledge of practice and research 

can contribute to developing neighbourhoods that encourage and facilitate the use of 

sustainable mobility modes. The findings presented here stem from a series of design 

workshops held in Toulouse, France, that simulated a typical design situation. The 

participants worked on a proposal for a neighbourhood in Toulouse, and the design 

sessions were analyzed looking at how the designers considered and solved mobility. 

The results provide an initial insight into the designers’ knowledge, and into their design 

principles, with regards to urban mobility. We conclude on future perspectives for the 

ongoing thesis.  

 

Theoretical framework 

An urban development project consists of several phases, from the initial 

command to the finished constructions. We here focus on the design phase, where the 

designer develops a proposal that should respond to the client’s command (internal 

constraints), and to external elements such as the cultural or physical context (external 

constraints) (Lawson 2006). The designer’s previous experience, various knowledge, 

and design principles influences how issues are perceived and prioritized, or which 

and how solutions and measures are considered (Kirkeby 2012; Lawson and Dorst 

2009; Tennøy 2012). The designer’s principles, or governing principles (Lawson 2006), 

are of particular interest in our context as they represent a designer’s values and 

beliefs, experience and overall objectives. Lawson (2006) calls them the “intellectual 
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luggage” of the designer.  

 

Methodology: Design workshops to observe ‘in situ’ 

In the context of an ongoing research project, CapaCity, two design workshops 

were organized in in Toulouse, France, in May and June 2015. They were part of a 

series of consultations with urban practitioners, aiming to assess their design practices 

and design knowledge (Dubois et al. 2016). The design workshops had a total of 18 

participants, and the main activity was a ‘mise en scene’ of a design situation. In groups 

of 3-4 the designers had 2,5 hours to produce a (relatively with respects to time) 

detailed project proposal for a refurbished neighbourhood, based on a simplified 

design command. Although a hypothetical design situation, the designers ‘went all in’, 

and confirmed the activity’s resemblance to a real design process. Each group was 

filmed and recorded, and this was analyzed qualitatively looking at the applied 

solutions and the designers’ discussions. A theoretical framework for analysis was 

established, based on decades of design research (Cross 1982; Darke 1979; Kirkeby 

2012; Lawson 2013; Lawson 2006; Schön 1983; Skogheim 2007). For the thesis a 

similar approach was undertaken, but focusing on mobility. The aim was to explore 

how mobility is solved within an urban design project, its relation to other design issues, 

and how the designers consider and regard the reciprocal relationship between the 

built environment of a neighbourhood and its inhabitants’ mobility behaviour.  

 

Results 

We first analyzed how the designers worked with and ‘solved’ mobility; looking 

primarily at the solutions and measured they considered and/or applied (Rynning 

2016). Improving the life-context of a neighborhood’s inhabitants is often the overall 

objective for an urban design professional (Tennøy 2012). We found that mobility 

measures and solutions were constantly considered with regards to this, for instance 

how the organization of major arteries would influence on the orientation of buildings 

and thus the dwellings. We also observed that mobility was evoked early in the 

process, providing an initial structure to the design, and that choices regarding mobility 

(e.g. how to organize it, modes to prioritize) tended to structure the project  (Rynning 

2016).  

Secondly, we studied how the designers considered mobility with regards to 

qualitative aspects of a neighbourhood as the life-context of its inhabitants. To do so 

we explored the designers’ governing principles (Lawson 2006) by studying their 
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discussions, as well as their voiced views and opinions. For the most part, the 

designers had similar observations. The site was described as “closed and isolated”, 

and its urban form “a patchwork, a collage with introvert lots” and with a “lack of 

permeability”. The big transportation arteries that border the site were said to reinforce 

the detachment from the surrounding neighbourhoods. This lack of connection to “its 

context, to the urban network”, was the “point noir” of the neighbourhood. Furthermore, 

the streets were described as without “value” (character), and without a proper urban 

façade. The limited number of people frequenting the streets and public places 

apparently contributed to a perception of insecurity. The professionals pronounced that 

combined, these elements would discourage circulation within and out of the 

neighbourhood, thereby eluding encounters and exchanges between inhabitants and 

with ‘external people’. According to some of the designers this isolation and lack of 

order could potentially be “a source for social problems”, reducing the sense of 

community and the social cohesion.  

When discussing how to remedy such effects and consequences, the designers 

prescribed a need to create a “well-organized network”, with a high level of “porosity” 

or “permeability” (street connectivity), and with clearly defined public spaces (streets, 

public places, paths, etc.). They should be “at the human scale” 3  and have an 

identifiable purpose, which would give them a “proper character” and create an identity 

of space. This would provide an urban “system” that people “could assume”4. Such 

notions parallel the works of Gehl (2010) and Lynch (1960). The latter defined the term 

imagibility as the quality of a place that makes it distinct, recognizable, and memorable. 

Imagibility can for instance aid a person in finding their way in a city (Lynch 1960), or 

in this case in a neighbourhood. The features the designers described seem to create 

such imagibility, and would, according to the designers, increase the circulation within, 

out of, and towards the site (for instance crossing it to get to the metro). Thereby 

enabling encounters important for social interaction and structures, and for the 

(perceived) security of the site, creating a feeling of safety. The latter resonates with 

what Jacobs (1961) called the “eyes on the street”: having more people looking on to 

or being out in the public realm to increase its level of safety.  

 

In sum, the designers aimed at creating a more structured and defined public 

space, in order to increase the level of mobility, which again could contribute to solve 

                                                        
3 How the physical features of the built environment “match the propositions of humans”, as well as 
human speed of walk (Ewing and Handy 2009). 
4 Translation of the French term “s’approprier”, meaning that they can relate to it and understand it 



 5 

issues such as social ones. This could in return lead to more circulation, in other words 

an iterative circle. It seems that mobility was seen as both a means and an objective. 

Interestingly the kind of mobility in question was primarily walking and biking, as the 

site was deemed to be of a walkable size with “no need for cars in the neighbourhood”. 

It might be then, that the positive effects of increased mobility the designers expressed 

here, corresponds to what they in general see as positive effects of more walking and 

biking at the neighborhood level. And that the features they aimed at creating, are 

characteristics – physical and qualitative – they see as necessary to encourage 

walking and biking.  

 

Conclusion: Further perspectives 

These observations provide an initial insight in to the relationship between the 

design of a neighbourhood and the use of various mobility modes, as seen by the 

urban design professional. The reciprocity of this relationship seems well understood 

by the designers, and well incorporated in to their practices. The designers’ motivation 

to increase mobility was to a very tittle degree related to sustainable development, but 

rather to improve the neighbourhood as a life-context. The observed measures to 

encourage and facilitate mobility modes such as walking and biking might therefore be 

design actions complimentary to previous findings from research. This is in line with 

our hypotheses regarding the insights and knowledge of urban practitioners. However, 

these preliminary results are just that, preliminary. Further examinations of the 

practices and knowledge of urban designers are needed, for instance to explore the 

effects of the qualitative features evoked by the designers on choice of mobility modes, 

or the effect of walking on the neighbourhood as a life-context.   

A series of consultations with urban design professionals are therefore planned, 

through a survey and interviews. Collectively, these consultations might provide more 

insight in to their knowledge and principles regarding neighborhood design and 

mobility, but also in to their design practices. In a bigger context, the latter is important 

with regards to reinforcing and improving the dialogue between research and practice. 

In order to change people’s travel behaviour towards sustainable modes knowledge 

from the two must be combined. Hopefully, our investigations will contribute to making 

such effort easier and more efficient.  

Bibliographie 

ASCHER, F., (1995). Métapolis. 1 edition. Odile Jacob. 
CROSS, N., (1982). Designerly Ways of Knowing. Design Studies, Special Issue Design 

Education, 3 (4): 221–27.  
DARKE, J., (1979). The Primary Generator and the Design Process. Design Studies 1 (1): 36–



 6 

44.  
EEA. (2014). Road Transport: Reducing CO2 Emissions from Vehicles, European 

Commission. http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport/vehicles/index_en.htm 
(accessed 09.15.2015)  

EWING, R., and S. HANDY, (2009). Measuring the Unmeasurable: Urban Design Qualities 
Related to Walkability. Journal of Urban Design 14 (1): 65–84.  

FORSYTH, A., and K.J. KRIZEK, (2010). Promoting Walking and Bicycling: Assessing the 
Evidence to Assist Planners. Built Environment 36 (4): 429–46. 

GIVONI, M., and D. Banister, eds. (2013). Moving towards Low Carbon Mobility. Cheltenham: 
Edward Elgar. 

GLAESER, E., (2012). Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, 
Smarter, Greener, Healthier, and Happier. New York, NY: Penguin Books. 

IPCC. (2014). Climate Change 2014: Synthesis Report. Contribution of Working Groups I, II 
and III to the Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change [Core Writing Team, R.K. Pachauri and L.A. Meyer (eds.)]. IPCC.  

JACOBS, J., (1961). The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Vintage Books ed. New 
York: Vintage Books. 

KIRKEBY, I.M., (2012). Om at Skape Arkitektfaglig Viten. Nordic Journal of Architecture 
Research 24 (2).  

LAWSON, B., (2006). How Designers Think: The Design Process Demystified. 4. ed. 
Amsterdam: Elsevier/Architectural Press. 

———. 2013. Design and the Evidence. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 105 
(December): 30–37.  

LAWSON, B., and K. DORST. (2009). Design Expertise. Oxford: Elsevier, Architectural Press. 
LYNCH, K., (1960). The Image of the City. Nachdr. Publication of the Joint Center for Urban 

Studies. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT PRESS. 
MEES, P., (2010). Transport for Suburbia: Beyond the Automobile Age. London ; Sterling, VA: 

Earthscan. 
MONTGOMERY, C., (2013). Happy City. Toronto: Doubleday Canada.  
NAESS, P., (2006). Urban Structure Matters: Residential Location, Car Dependence and 

Travel Behaviour. London ; New York: Routledge. 
RYNNING, M.K., (2016). Reducing Greenhouse Gas Emissions From Urban Mobility: 

Changing Travel Behaviours Through  An Informed Design Process. In PLEA 2016 Los 
Angeles - 36th International Conference on Passive and Low Energy Architecture  
Cities, Buildings, People: Towards Regenerative Environments. Los Angeles. 

SAELENS, B.E., and S. HANDY, (2008). Built Environment Correlates of Walking: A Review. 
Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise 40 (7 Suppl): S550–66.  

SCHÖN, D.A., (1983). The Reflective Practitioner How Professionals Think in Action. New 
York: Basic Books.  

SKOGHEIM, R., (2007). Mellom kunsten og kundene Arkitekters yrkessosialisering og 
profesjonelle praksis. PhD-thesis, Oslo: University of Oslo. 

TENNØY, A., (2012). How and Why Planners Make Plans Which, If Implemented, Cause 
Growth in Traffic Volumes. Explanations Related to the Expert Knowledge, the 
Planners, and the Plan-Making Processes. Department of Landscape Architecture and 
Spatial Planning: Norwegian University of Life Sciences UMB.  

UN HABITAT, ed. (2013). Planning and Design for Sustainable Urban Mobility: Global Report 
on Human Settlements, 2013. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 

 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport/vehicles/index_en.htm

