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Abstract 

 

This article presents the results from an experimental project in Jyväskylä, Finland in which five 

‘pioneer households’ aimed to reduce their environmental impacts by a variety of trials in different 

domains of daily consumption. The article analyses this ‘home lab’ experiment from a practice-

theoretical perspective, focusing particularly on everyday mobility and the social interplay that occurs 

in mobility practices in different contexts. In so doing, the article explores the reasons behind the 

various outcomes of experimentation and discusses the potential of such experimentation to facilitate 

transformation in mobility practices. The results suggest that in order to shift daily mobility onto a 

more sustainable path, the social dynamics related to mobility practices should be better addressed. 

For example, the negotiations both inside and outside the participating households proved important 

in challenging the ways of doing mobility. Moreover, the potential for the diffusion of alternative 

mobility practices was shown to depend on a variety of factors that maintained the normality and 

acceptability of private driving. Utilising practice-theoretical insights in living laboratories can open 

new areas for experimentation and facilitate understanding of the shift in everyday practices towards 

greater sustainability.  
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Introduction 

 

Cities and municipalities around the world are struggling with unsustainable everyday mobility and 

‘car cultures’ nurturing the idea of the car as the default option for daily mobility (Sheller 2012; Urry 

2004). Current mainstream behavioural and technological approaches to shift this development, such 

as providing people with incentives to use public transport or buy an electric car (see Hesselgren et 

al. 2015; Skarin et al. 2017; Thøgersen and Møller 2008), have been insufficient. These approaches 

also easily trivialise the ways car use has been legitimised, normalised and stabilised in everyday life 

as well as the complex interactions that maintain mobility practices (Sheller 2012; Shove and Walker 

2010; Urry 2004).  

 

In recent years, experimentation has been adopted as a means to find new ways to steer consumption 

in a more sustainable direction (Bulkeley and Castán Broto 2013; Heiskanen et al. 2015; 2017; 

Hoffmann 2011; Laakso et al. 2017). In this regard, small initiatives and experiments that encourage 

the participation of various stakeholders and raise general knowledge on the issue in question have 

proved valuable (Irvine and Kaplan 2001). As part of this development, a growing number of ‘home 

lab’ and ‘pioneer household’ projects are being deployed (e.g. Hargreaves et al. 2015; Devaney and 

Davies 2016). In these projects, participants’ homes are seen as ‘living laboratories’ in which 

researchers, family members and other stakeholders (such as NGOs and companies) collaborate in 

innovation processes in real-world settings (Bergvall-Kåreborn et al. 2009).  

 

In Finland, for instance, a variety of projects have employed the idea of recruiting a small number of 

households to act as examples of more sustainable everyday life. Such projects have involved 30 

‘climate families’ in Tampere, six families performing ‘climate exercises’ in Helsinki and Vantaa and 

five households spending a ‘carbon-free April’ in Joensuu.1 Similar projects can be found, for 

example, in Sweden and Denmark (see Ahonen 2011; Hesselgren and Hasselqvist 2016). In these 

projects, measurable outcomes (such as reductions in carbon emissions) and publicity have been 

important. Nevertheless, while participant and other stakeholder experiences could be useful for 

analysing the changes in everyday practices and for investigating the potential of novel practices to 

diffuse into new contexts, this kind of research has remained rare (Ahonen 2011; Laakso 2017a; 

Papazu 2015). 

 

                                                           
1See ilmankos.fi/ilmastoperheet; ilmastokatu.fi/ilmastotreeni; joensuu.fi/vahahiilinen-huhtikuu.     
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By utilising the approach of social practice theory (SPT), the article aims to capture the experiences 

and social interplay of these ‘pioneering households’ within the contexts in which they perform 

everyday practices, and thus to illustrate the role social dynamics play in experimentation and its 

outcomes. The article suggests that a better understanding of these dynamics might present the 

opportunities that Evans et al (2012: 115) consider necessary to “to re-think and re-frame the entry 

points, scope and orientations of policy initiatives” in governing sustainable consumption. 

 

The article presents the results of a home lab experiment in Jyväskylä, Finland. In the project, five 

households aimed to reduce their natural-resource use to a more sustainable level by a variety of trials. 

The experiment was intended to act as an encouraging example; as the results demonstrate, a more 

sustainable level of consumption could be achieved with relatively few changes in everyday life 

(Laakso and Lettenmeier 2016). However, when the experiment is analysed through ‘practice lenses’, 

these changes are less straightforward than the environmental indicators might suggest; rather, they 

reflect the complex organisation of everyday life. 

 

The article takes daily mobility as the starting point of the analysis and illustrates how mobility 

practices — routinised behaviours consisting of several interconnected elements (Reckwitz 2002) — 

are connected to surrounding practices and thus to the different social contexts within which these 

practices are performed. Mobility is the focus of the study for two reasons. First, it combines many 

practices, such as working, shopping and engaging in leisure time activities. This means that mobility 

is performed in a network comprised of different contexts, and thus better understanding is required 

of the significance of factors such as social dynamics, interplay and normality in these different 

contexts (Aro 2016; Cairns et al. 2014). Second, although mobility plays an important role in the 

transition towards sustainability, efforts so far have mainly overlooked its embeddedness in daily life 

(Shove and Walker 2007; Watson 2012). Given the limited success of many behavioural interventions 

aimed at reducing car use (Arnott et al. 2014; Graham-Rowe et al. 2011), there is a need for in-depth 

understanding of the reasons behind the stability of mobility practices, especially those practices 

beyond the act of driving.  

 

The following sections outline the practice-theoretical background of the study and the materials and 

methods used. The last two sections then present the results and discuss the conclusions of the study. 
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Using practice-theoretical insights to experiment with sustainable mobility 

 

Social practice theory (SPT) has been widely used to understand the embeddedness of mobility 

practices in everyday life (see Heisserer and Rau 2015) and to explore ways of moving ‘beyond 

automobility’ (e.g. Birtchnell 2012; Watson 2012). This research covers areas such as commuting 

(e.g. Heisserer and Rau 2015), leisure travelling (Hui 2012; 2013), food shopping (Mattioli and 

Anable 2017) and car-sharing (Kent and Dowling 2013). Furthermore, a practice-theoretical 

framework has also been used to provide conceptualisations of policy interventions that seek to shift 

patterns of mobility (Spurling et al. 2013; Spurling and McMeekin 2015). 

 

A widely shared notion of practices is that they comprise configurations of elements, such as shared 

meanings, norms and rules, knowledge and competences, and materials, technologies and 

infrastructure (Gram-Hanssen 2011; Shove et al. 2012). SPT steers attention away from individual 

elements towards constellations and combinations of elements and how shared elements connect 

practices (Bellotti and Mora 2016; Gram-Hanssen 2011; Shove et al. 2012). Due to the interdependent 

nature of practices, it can be challenging to specify what exactly constitutes a practice, and identifying 

individual practices, or even ‘bundles of practices’, in particular domains of everyday life is rarely 

unambiguous. Warde (2005) uses the concept of integrative practices to illustrate how the practice of 

driving, for example, includes many other (dispersed) practices, such as following rules and 

communicating with other people. Driving, in turn, is part of many other practices. For example, 

Sheller (2012: 183) distinguishes subaltern practices such as driving and cycling from the 

mainstream, legitimised practices of socialising and commuting to work and the wider background 

quotidian practices determining the ‘car cultures’. Thus, in considering the embeddedness of mobility 

in everyday life, the focus should be on the ways in which the forms and modes of mobility, such as 

car driving, allow other socially valued practices, such as travelling to work or visiting friends, to be 

accomplished (Cass and Faulconbridge 2016; Heisserer and Rau 2015; Shove et al. 2015).  

 

Practices can be perceived as both entities and performances. Practices-as-entities are formed as a 

collective achievement and capture the underlying organisational principles or linkages that shape the 

actions that make up the practice (Heisserer and Rau 2015). By contrast, practices-as-performances 

can be conceptualised as the product of rather stable social practices that are reproduced over time 

and across locales and scales. Performers of practice can nevertheless “adapt, improvise, and 

experiment” with ways of doing, thus transforming the practice (Warde 2005: 141). Practices 
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commonly progress through phases in which they are initiated by innovations, percolate through a 

community of practitioners and are differentiated in various performances (Bellotti and Mora 2016; 

Shove et al. 2012). The collective organisation of a practice, however, determines whether certain 

actions are deemed correct, appropriate or important (in certain situations) and how these actions 

follow one another (Aro 2016; Heisserer and Rau 2015). The distinction between practices-as-

performances and practices-as-entities is also essential for understanding how sustainable 

performances become mainstream: the new reconfiguration must recruit more and more individuals 

to become a generally recognised entity.   

 

Within experimentation such as living labs, attention should thus be paid to the ways practices are 

connected to other practices (see also Spurling et al. 2013), as well as to the alliances and conflicts 

within and among ‘complexes of practices’ (Halkier and Jensen 2011; Hargreaves 2011). New ways 

of performing the practice may conflict not only with the material arrangements of prevailing 

practices, but also with their underlying conventions and the social expectations of the people 

participating in them. As the organisation of practices determines the ‘correct’ performances of a 

practice, understanding practices requires understanding of what is perceived as ‘normal’ and 

‘acceptable’ in a specific context (Aro 2016). Focusing on the experiences of participants in 

experimentation can illuminate the social dynamics that daily practices support and uphold and 

which, in turn, ensure that those practices are maintained, stabilised and reproduced — or critiqued 

and challenged (Davies and Doyle 2015; Hargreaves 2011; Kent 2015).  

 

 

Data and methods 

 

This article uses data collected in a home lab project in Jyväskylä in 2014.2 The experiment was part 

of a city-wide Towards Resource Wisdom project that aimed to facilitate a sustainability transition in 

the Jyväskylä region of Finland. Experiments were used as the central means to find concrete 

solutions to sustainability challenges, involve and empower residents and encourage new ways of 

                                                           
2 The ‘Future Household’ project was coordinated and funded by Sitra and conducted by the consulting firm D-mat Ltd 

and the Big Plans Bakery think tank. 40 applicants responded to a call in local newspapers and on the Internet, and five 

were selected in May 2014. The four-week experiment period began in October 2014. The project team was responsible 

for selecting the households, organising the experiments and supporting households during the project. The author was 

part of the team but was mainly involved in collecting data. The methodology is described in greater detail in Laakso and 

Lettenmeier (2016). 
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thinking and acting (Berg et al. 2014).3 Through experimentation, the city also hoped to find ways to 

reduce private driving in the region: 60 % of all trips are made by car and 71 % of residents consider 

cars ‘important’ or ‘very important’ in everyday mobility (Kalenoja and Kiiskilä 2010). Mobility 

experiments included, for example, free public transportation days, flexible working hours for 

employees commuting by bus and sustainable transport education for school children.  

 

In the project examined by this article, households conducted several trials to reduce their natural-

resource use to a more sustainable level (Laakso and Lettenmeier 2016). The project built on ideas of 

transition management and included the steps of 1) defining a baseline and a goal for the 

interventions, 2) creating a specific set-up for the interventions, 3) measuring the effects of the 

interventions against the base line and the goal, 4) evaluating the effects against sustainability criteria, 

and 5) offering recommendations on how to implement the results (Laakso and Lettenmeier 2016; 

Luederitz et al. 2016). A central part of the project was a workshop in which households and the 

project team co-created ideas for experimentation. The results from the households’ natural resource 

use were used to illustrate the resource intensity of consumption as well as the differences in scale 

between domains such as housing, mobility and food.4 In this way, habitual forms of consumption 

were also made the subject of conscious reflection (Wilk 2009). Based on the scale of impact as well 

as the needs and interests of the households, some of the ideas were then implemented in a four-week 

experiment period. After the experiment, the households and the project team, together with local 

actors from public and private sectors, discussed the results in a workshop to promote learning from 

the project. 

 

The participants were selected on the basis of applications to represent a variety of life situations. 

Due to the experimental and illustrative nature of the project, and following previous initiatives 

(Devaney and Davies 2016; Hargreaves 2011; Hesselgren and Hasselqvist 2016), the number of 

households was limited to five (Table 1). The households can be described as middle-class: the 

participants worked in white-collar positions in, for example, schools, city administration and the 

private sector. In addition, the two participating students worked part-time. All participants were 

                                                           
3 The Towards Resource Wisdom project (2013–2015) was coordinated and funded by the Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra. 

The concept of resource wisdom can be seen as a new method of framing sustainability as the “reasonable use of natural 

resources and cutting of emissions without compromising wellbeing” (Berg et al. 2014: 9). Experiments were part of the 

roadmap towards resource efficiency. During the project, residents of Jyväskylä were invited to submit ideas on how to 

reduce harmful environmental effects and improve social and economic wellbeing. A total of 212 ideas were received, of 

which 14 were experimented with. 
4 The natural resource use of households was estimated on the basis of consumption surveys and the resource intensity 

coefficients of each activity based on previous research (see Laakso and Lettenmeier 2016). 
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engaged in a number of leisure time activities, from sports to culture and volunteering in local 

organisations. 

 

Table 1. Description of participating households. 

Household 1 2 3 4 5 

Names Mia5 Noora, Niina Olga, Olli Pilvi, Pekka Reetta, Risto 

Ages 33 25, 23 26, 28 42 57, 60 

Other 

information 

Single, works 

at three 

different 

locations; 

lives in the 

city centre. 

House-mates, 

university 

students; live 

in the city 

centre. 

Family with 

two small 

children; Olga 

is on parental 

leave and Olli 

works in the 

city centre; 

live near city 

centre. 

Family with 

three children; 

parents work, 

older children 

are at school 

and the 

youngest at 

day-care; live 

outside city 

centre. 

Empty-nest 

couple; live 

outside city 

centre; both 

work in the 

city centre. 

Car 

ownership 

Owns a car Noora owns a 

car 

Do not own a 

car, but own a 

cargo bike 

Own two cars Own two cars 

 

 

The results from the experiment demonstrated that natural resource use could be reduced by making 

relatively few changes: the participating households achieved significant resource intensity 

reductions in mobility, food, household energy use, goods and leisure time activities, with falls of 

between 25 and 54 per cent (Laakso and Lettenmeier 2016). However, these reductions varied 

markedly between households, particularly in the case of the resource intensity of everyday mobility: 

while some participants managed to eliminate their private driving almost entirely and achieve 

reductions of up to 60 %, other participants could only make modest changes, despite the participatory 

process of selecting the trials (Laakso and Lettenmeier 2016).  

 

                                                           
5 All participants have been given pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity. 
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To analyse the reasons for these findings, this study concentrates on the trials aimed at minimising 

private car use, focusing on their effect on participants’ mobility from the perspective of social 

dynamics in mobility practices. During the four-week period, the households were encouraged to 

replace private driving with public transportation, cycling, walking and carpooling. A car-sharing 

service was simulated by providing an electric car for a month for the households to book and use, 

and an on-demand bus service was simulated by offering a limited number of minibus rides for 

households with insufficient bus connections. The participants were also allowed to use their own 

cars if needed. In addition, Niina’s and Olga’s households tested the home delivery of food to aid 

them in their change of diet, and Reetta and Risto temporarily moved to a smaller apartment in the 

city centre to reduce residential energy use; these trials also had implications for mobility.   

 

I interviewed each participant four times: 1) immediately after their selection for participation in the 

project, 2) prior to the experiment period, 3) immediately after that period and 4) six months after the 

project had ended. The project also featured a closed Facebook group in which the participants could 

share their experiences during the project and receive support and advice from other participants and 

the project team. The participants met three times with the project team in workshops and shared their 

experiences in social media and the regional news throughout the project. The consumption survey 

conducted both before and during the trials included a one-week report on everyday mobility: who 

travelled, when, where, why, how, with whom and how far. Thus, the study combines various 

qualitative methods to “open up new ways of understanding the ambivalent role of mobility in 

everyday life” (Freudendal-Pedersen et al. 2010: 25). As part of the project, I also interviewed eight 

local stakeholders who either participated in the final workshop or were otherwise involved in 

experimentation, as well as four members of the project team. These interviews serve as background 

information for the analysis of the context of the project itself. 

 

The study uses the practices, rather than the individuals who perform them or the structures that 

surround them, as the core unit of analysis. As the trials examined in this article aimed to minimise 

private car use, the practice of driving is also central to the analysis. Given the interconnected nature 

of practices, I acknowledge the impossibility and even the inappropriateness of ‘isolating’ the practice 

of driving from the other practices that it enables or restricts or that are an inseparable part of the act 

of driving. As Keller et al. (2016) note, when boundary making is too clear-cut, there may even be 

the risk of lapsing back into addressing isolated activities. Therefore, instead, the analysis focuses on 

the sorts of interactions that mobility practices sustain, the role of private driving in these interactions 

and the ways they changed due to the experiment.  
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Results  

 

People live their lives as social beings in relation to other people, and thus they are part of many 

communities and tied to different roles (Butler et al. 2016; Røpke 2009). Consequently, change 

processes are negotiated with other people and within existing social structures and hierarchies as 

well as cultural and infrastructural systems (Halkier et al. 2011; Nye and Hargreaves 2010). In relation 

to daily mobility, this interplay proved revealing for understanding the stability and change within 

practices triggered by the experiment described in the previous section. 

 

Challenging the perceptions of normality  

 

Different meanings were associated with cars and with alternative modes of mobility by people in 

different social contexts. This had implications for whether particular modes of mobility were 

considered acceptable or even possible in these various contexts — thereby also reflecting the ways 

the mobility trials were experienced by the households themselves. This is illustrated by an example 

of Mia’s experiences. Most of her colleagues had “grown up in their cars” in smaller municipalities 

without sufficient public transport. Thus, car use was the self-evident way to fulfil their mobility 

needs, even after moving away from home, which also had an effect on the selection of their future 

areas of residence. Private driving as the default option for being mobile thus steered other practices, 

such as those related to housing, which again strengthened the status of and dependence on the car. 

As Mia stated, “it sounded so funny to them, someone walking many kilometres to take a bus to 

work”. Ultimately, Mia declined even to tell her colleagues that she had temporarily given up her car 

because it would have caused an unpleasant amount of speculation and would have placed her “in the 

spotlight”.  

 

For the households, as well as for many of their acquaintances, cars were important personal objects, 

representing not only ease of use and a way of performing a variety of geographically dispersed 

everyday activities, but also privacy, safety, and familiarity (see also Urry 2004). Reetta and Risto 

did not even attempt to give up their private driving during the experiment, even though they 

temporarily moved to the city centre within walking distance of their workplaces. They explained 

that they were “expected” to use their own cars during the working day and for business travel. 

However, despite having volunteered to participate in the project, which would have also justified 
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changes in mobility, they admitted to not having actively questioned these expectations or discussed 

with their colleagues about them, which illustrates the stability of these hierarchies. This also mirrors 

the experiences of the other households: social expectations, conventions, values and images mutually 

fortify each other when understanding the correct ways to be mobile in prevailing car cultures (see 

also Sheller 2012). The extract below demonstrates how the symbolic value of driving acted as an 

obstacle to change for Reetta: 

 

What does driving a car mean to us? It means personal freedom; that I can go anywhere I want 

and whenever I want. Thinking this again in a new way will be challenging. These two values 

are conflicting: how much I’m willing to give up the concrete freedom of coming and going 

and, on the other hand, how important it is for me to cut my emissions. (Reetta)  

 

At the same time, it was completely normal for Mia to cycle to the gym, as it was already seen as 

“part of the exercise” and thus appropriate. In this context, the bicycle was seen as a piece of sports 

equipment rather than a vehicle for commuting. Moreover, Noora, Niina and Pekka stated that it was 

easier to justify cycling as a way to combine commuting and exercise. Nevertheless, this illustrates 

how, unlike driving, cycling must be explicitly justified to friends and colleagues.  

 

Olga and Olli, in turn, had already used bicycles as their main mode of mobility. They reported having 

often encountered the abnormality of cycling, which reinforced their need to develop ‘protective’ 

skills and identities (see Aldred and Jungnickel 2014). They described how exhausting it sometimes 

was to explain their car-free lifestyle to strangers on the street or outside grocery shops. At the same 

time, they received peer support from the local cyclists’ association, in which they were active. These 

experiences illustrate the marginalised role that cycling still plays in daily mobility and how important 

it was for the participants to find niches in which they could feel that cycling was a legitimate and 

recognised option. 

 

Adopting new roles in new situations 

 

Gaining new competences in mobility was important, as was the ability to recognise the competences 

to be employed in different situations. Once Pilvi and Pekka sat down to plan their weekly trips and 

the family tested different options for a month, they learned that it might be possible to have only one 

car. However, it would require an effort from all the family members to adapt to longer waiting times 

when travelling by bus and to the need to ask for rides from friends or friends’ parents. In addition, it 
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would require that these other parents were willing to drive longer trips occasionally. This was 

difficult for all household members at first, and Pilvi notes that for her son it was “really hard knowing 

that [unlike the other children’s parents] his parents were not going to pick him up”. For the parents, 

the changes required them to challenge social roles and expectations, such as those of 'being a good 

parent' (see also Butler et al. 2016). However, the children soon became more independent and active 

in organising their own lifts, thus gaining agency in their daily mobility.  

 

For Pilvi, trialling bus use included rethinking her role as a colleague and learning a new role as a 

passenger (Hesselgren and Hasselqvist 2016; Laurier et al. 2008; Southerton 2013). Using the bus 

meant sharing the same ride with colleagues and thus having to “start the work day earlier”, as they 

spent the bus trip discussing work concerns. Because Pilvi was obliged to be part of the work 

community on the bus to work, a conflict arose between practices of (social) working and those of 

(private) commuting. However, she soon learned that it was also acceptable to listen to music on the 

bus, despite sharing the trip with colleagues. Thus, she was able to alternate between social or work-

related practices and more private travel.  

 

It was mentally demanding at first. Previously you could sit in your own car, listen to the 

music you wanted, or not listen to music. . . . Then you step on the bus and you are not by 

yourself, you are in public. . . . It starts already when you start walking to the bus stop, when 

you are by the road. Your own car was a private space. (Pilvi)  

 

Experimenting also introduced new social situations in which the participants were unprepared to act. 

For example, carpooling provoked feelings of embarrassment among some participants; and 

eventually most of them abandoned the practice. These feelings were connected to reciprocity as a 

social norm and to the participants’ wish to maintain their own privacy and that of others. This was 

considered very important, and it further strengthened their understanding of the car as a private space 

and as a guarantee of personal freedom. Although the experiment and the project team provided 

support, this support was insufficient to prepare the participants to face these emotions and take the 

initiative to contact and ‘bother’ other people, such as neighbours. As Pekka remarked, “you need to 

dare to call someone and agree on that. And if something comes up, you have to arrange things again: 

do you still try to follow what was planned, or do you have the nerve to call and tell them that 

something came up?” In other words, it might be necessary to trouble one’s neighbour or colleague 

several times, and this was considered very emotionally uncomfortable. Similarly, experimenting 

with car-sharing among the households illustrated the participants’ lack of competence in estimating 
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and communicating the importance of their own needs in relation to those of others; this less 

concerned the ability to use online tools than the capability of negotiating and coordinating needs and 

desires among the participants. 

 

Navigating the various expectations of communities 

 

Alongside physical social groups, virtual communities have been identified as an important arena for 

promoting low-carbon lifestyles (Heiskanen et al. 2010). The role of social media in providing peer 

support also proved important in this case, illustrating how technology can change material 

arrangements in mobility. Noora, Niina and Mia began to use carpooling groups on Facebook to find 

passengers or rides, especially for longer trips. The use of applications such as Skype and WhatsApp 

also enabled them to maintain contact with their families without the need to physically travel. 

Although these applications had already been used prior to the experiment, participation in the project 

gave their use new meanings. Carpooling also proved different in a context created around the idea 

of sharing — it was considered more normal than, for example, among colleagues, as no one in 

Facebook groups questioned the acceptability of asking for rides (see also Aro 2016). The correct and 

efficient use of social media sites for carpooling and seeking rides or passengers required competence 

from the participants, but after they had become accustomed to it, they found sharing rides easy and 

fun. However, for shorter daily trips, carpooling was not as convenient, as the increased time needed 

for planning and travel outweighed the positive aspects. Thus, social media was an impractical tool 

for reorganising daily mobility; rather its use was limited to weekend and holiday trips. 

 

 I actually joined all the carpooling groups on Facebook and used them quite a lot. I always 

 check them first. . . . And now I have different groups of people for different travels, and I 

 always ask them if they are going and usually we can share the ride. (Noora) 

 

The experiences of the participants also reveal the contradictory expectations of experimentation. For 

the project team, the main goal was to achieve reductions in the households’ natural-resource use and 

provide encouraging examples for other people; one member of the project team stated that the aim 

of the experiment was to demonstrate “how low you can go” in terms of natural resource use. Some 

of the participants admitted afterwards that they were eager to fulfil these expectations by striving to 

achieve the target levels of resource use despite the many difficulties this entailed. For instance, Mia 

reported that she was “really tired” but “gritted [her] teeth and finished what [she] had started”. She 
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did not use her car at all during the experiment period, but returned to driving immediately afterwards, 

although she also claimed to have used Facebook groups for carpooling since then.  

 

By contrast, despite not having given up driving during the experiment, Reetta became inspired by 

living in a smaller apartment and began to plan a co-housing project in the city centre where residents 

in the whole apartment building could use shared cars. Reetta’s example thus shows how car sharing 

can become more approachable when the context in which it is performed changes and how new 

meanings and skills can ‘spill over’ from one domain to another. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

This study illustrates the complex, interdependent and collective organisation of (mobility) practices. 

The outcomes of the mobility trials in the five households depended on both the connectedness of 

mobility with other everyday activities and also the social dynamics in the various sites where these 

practices were performed. This section summarises the findings of the study and outlines some of 

their implications for the utilisation of experiments such as home labs in efforts to transform daily 

practices. 

 

As the experiences described in the previous section illustrate, the most relevant contexts in mobility 

were those of home (or family), work, neighbourhood, leisure time activities and social media. 

Moreover, the results demonstrate how similar trials work in different ways when conducted in 

different contexts: for students, for example, private car ownership is seldom considered an intrinsic 

part of their normal standard of living, whereas in some work communities the use of a car is self-

evident and unquestionable — unless alternative forms of mobility are explicitly justified in terms of 

exercise or activism. Moreover, awareness is required of the context of the experimentation itself and 

the expectations set by the project in question (see also Heiskanen et al. 2018). If the aim is to reduce 

private driving, consideration should be given to how the project could support this aim in various 

contexts and communities, rather than focusing solely on the reductions themselves and how they 

could be maximised. 

 

However, contexts and life situations change, and these changes often have implications for daily 

mobility. As the results illustrate, experiments can act as ‘windows of opportunity’ by enabling 



 

14 
 

households to deliberate on their mobility routines from a new perspective, challenge the prevailing 

standards and experiment with alternative solutions (see also Laakso 2017b). The participants in the 

five households became more skilful at and committed to changing their everyday lives, as the 

experiments provided not only new competences, such as the ability to use public transport or engage 

in carpooling, but also new understandings and reflexivity related to sustainability and what a change 

in lifestyle would look like. This is valuable, as people are often unaware of the environmental effects 

of their consumption, which constitutes a barrier to the inclusion of environmental considerations in 

practices (Røpke 2009). Although the changes in mobility practices were in some cases temporary, 

the new competences enabled the participants to question, for example, car use when their housing 

situation changed, as the linkages and conflicts between practices had been revealed and opened for 

valuation.  

 

In addition to the ‘mobility burden’ imposed by the spatial and temporal characteristics of visiting 

friends or relatives, being at work, going to school, and so forth (Shove and Walker 2010), group-

specific expectations created an additional obstacle to changing mobility practices: being a pioneer 

of sustainable mobility proved socially challenging in many situations. Even though the participants 

in this study were keen to test new ways of being mobile and the project team was there to provide 

tools and help, the project community and its support (or even pressure) was insufficient to allow the 

participants to risk losing the ‘approval’ of other people in their everyday contexts. Instead of 

challenging social expectations, it was sometimes easier simply to be “ordinary and just do the normal 

thing” (Aro 2016: 122).  

 

As people actively partake in the formation of collective assumptions on the successful performance 

of mobility practices, deviating from what is considered normal in a given context may evoke 

negative feelings: the households reported feelings of embarrassment, shame and discomfort related 

to, for example, car sharing, and cyclists felt they were constantly required to justify their 

marginalised way of being mobile. As home labs often aim to serve as positive and encouraging 

examples of more sustainable everyday life, these negative experiences might easily be left unnoticed 

(cf. Laakso 2017c). On the other hand, the participants discussed their changed mobility practices in 

their workplaces, and they also had empowering experiences, such as gaining new competences in 

bus use and social interaction during bus trips. These daily negotiations about normality and 

acceptability, or the ‘micro-politics of practice’, are valuable for considering broader questions of 

governance and how practices can, or should, be shaped through interventions (Davies and Doyle 

2015; Nye and Hargreaves 2010; Røpke 2009). 
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Experiments can thus sow the ‘seeds of change’ in communities (despite the experience of conflict), 

as home lab participants showcase alternative practices and question prevailing normalities. 

Nevertheless, home labs should not direct responsibility for the diffusion of practices solely to the 

individual participants; rather, they should focus on addressing underlying social norms, rules and 

cultural conventions and providing knowledge of the ways practices are experienced by people and 

the interactions and identities that these practices sustain. Communities are becoming ever more 

important in co-creating and co-operating mobility and other services (Mont and Heiskanen 2015) 

such as car-sharing, carpooling and co-housing, particularly in in small towns and municipalities, 

which face difficulties in organising profitable public transport services. Thus, it is increasingly 

important to identify the competences necessary for navigating contradictory norms, standards and 

desires and to expose insufficient technologies or other elements underpinning stability or change in 

a given practice.  

 

Home labs might reveal shifts in practices or identify the elements preventing them from changing, 

thereby addressing the observed lack of knowledge in this field (see Shove and Walker 2010; Spurling 

and McMeekin 2015). The small number of households in this project enabled an in-depth, 

ethnographic study on the participants’ experiences; as in other similar studies, the aim is not to 

‘confirm universal truths’ but rather to learn about a phenomenon — in this case, daily mobility and 

its social dynamics (Flyvbjerg 2001). However, more attention should be paid to engaging people in 

different life situations, including those belonging to more marginalised groups. The practice 

approach employed in the study also revealed that reductions in resource use are not straightforward. 

For instance, when children receive lifts from other parents, this merely shifts the environmental 

impact from one participant to another. Moreover, reducing private driving might require changes in, 

for example, housing and the meanings related to a sense of community. A qualitative analysis of 

practices can thus complement quantitative approaches based on the environmental impacts of 

everyday life (Laakso 2017c).  

 

These findings are also a reminder that experimentation is not an all-powerful solution for achieving 

sustainable lifestyles and that the sustainability goal cannot be achieved solely through isolated 

interventions. Rather, there is a need to go beyond the boundaries of consumption domains. Driving 

is rarely ‘just driving’; it is a practice connecting other everyday practices, such as working, being a 

supportive and active parent, meeting with family or spending leisure time outside work. Changes in 

practices occur hand in hand with shifts in the infrastructures, institutional arrangements and cultural 
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conventions that reconfigure collective practice (McMeekin and Southerton 2012). There is a need to 

change mobility practices not only within households but also in communities such as schools, 

workplaces and municipalities (see Heiskanen et al. 2015; Nye and Hargreaves 2010). Obviously, the 

practices an individual actually encounters and has access to are also important (Røpke 2009), and 

more attention should be paid to interlinked service-production and consumption practices. Finding 

ways to collectively critique and challenge the social dynamics that maintain daily practices might 

help to shift the normalities of daily mobility. 
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