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1. New voices

What Spaces for Highly Mobile People?
In recent years the availability of ICT and the diffusion of fast means of transport have radically changed mobility
practices, reducing the impact of spatial distance on mobile people. This research aims to investigate spatial transformations arising
from emerging mobility practices, and locates its theoretical background in the field of mobilities studies.
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1. What is your research topic? What thesis are you defending?

This research aims to investigate spatial transformations arising from emerging mobility practices, and locates its theoretical
background in the field of mobilities studies. In recent years the availability of ICT and the diffusion of fast means of transport have
radically changed mobility practices, reducing the impact of spatial distance on mobile people. This research investigates the
following hypotheses. 

First of all, building on the definition given by Luca Bertolini and Martin Dijst 1, I suggest that mobility spaces are not only “places
where mobility flows interconnect” such as train and bus stations, airports, but all the spaces that support a mobile life. Those spaces
are being transformed due to emerging mobility practices, in order to welcome different functions and life domains: the house and the
cafeterias can host a small work station for smart workers or the office can be the extension of the house. I then argue that, even
traditional mobility spaces, such as train stations or the train carriage, can assume different meanings for mobile people - for example,
a central station can be considered a perfect meeting place, likewise the train carriage can be an office on wheels. Finally, I contend
that influential movers 2, - people who deeply experience the opportunities afforded by ICT and transport development - appropriate
and configure space for their own needs, centring their activities on continuous but distant territories and configuring their own
“individual functional space” 3. In so doing they transform urban rhythms and configure new territorial relations, as for example
polytopical dwelling and multiterritoriality. Polytopical dwelling suggests a “lifestyle based on a large number of different places,
connected by multiple movements and circulations” 4, in this case dwelling is intended as “practicing a space” 5 rather than simply
inhabiting a house. Multiterritoriality, instead, occurs when we can simultaneously live in different territories 6. Lastly, Duchêne-Lacroix
7 talks of multi-residentiality and multilocalism and suggests thinking of multi-locality as a rhythm made up of complementary mobility
and immobility. 

2. If your dissertation involves empirical research, what does it consist of?

Traditional ‘static data’ analysis, such as supply and demand, or population mobility estimates and projections, based on
administrative territorial borders (in the Italian case the city, the province and the region), make it impossible to examine these
hypotheses as they fail to highlight the dynamic created by mobility itself. Instead, a methodological approach based on the direct
observation of mobile people shows that empirical research methods may help to better understand those processes and to



investigate their spatial consequences 8. 

This research is based on the study of 11 people’s everyday mobilities through interviews, ‘travel along’ 9 and interactive maps 10.
Interviewees were selected using the snowball technique. They differ in gender, marital status, number of children and mobility
patterns (see Table 1). In particular, they are: 11 people aged between 31 and 48 years old, of whom 6 are men and 5 are women. 9 of
the 11 are in a relationship, of these 3 are married and 6 are in a common law marriage 11, 4 have children (3 married and one in a
common law marriage), while 5 are in couples without children. Four of the interviewees are Long Distance/Long Time commuters
(LDC); 6 are ‘double residents’ 12, one of whom regularly spends nights away from home; the last one has moved to a new town and
also regularly spends nights away from home and is in a long distance relationship. When travelling by train, they travel by high speed
railway. The semi-structured interview was composed of six different sections. The structure of the interview was designed in order to
capture the complexity of mobility management, and to investigate the reasons for mobility and the relationships that allow the
development of a highly mobile life-style. It has a special focus on the mobility generated by job conditions; nevertheless, it covers
different domains of life, with specific attention paid to spatial consequences generated by mobility practices. The data collected
contributes to an understanding of everyday mobility stories. 

List of interviewees 

This research method allows a sensitive and interdisciplinary approach to the analysis of mobility spaces that contributes to
describing a territory with “uncertain and evolving limits, independent of administrative boundaries” 13. It also allows all different
aspects of life, such as work, familiar relationships, leisure, and relational activities, to be included when analysing mobility. It helps to
reconnect the social point of view with the spatial, joining temporal and spatial dimensions and covering different territorial scales;
finally, it allows the redefinition of mobility spaces, avoiding an exclusive focus on traditional spaces of mobility and thus confirming
the first hypothesis of the research. In the following paragraphs I introduce the mobility stories of two of the cases studied. 



Valentina’s story

Valentina was born in Pavia, and she is a long distance commuter between Milan and Turin, although Milan is not only her place of
work. She lived in Milan for 20 years but decided to move to Turin with her husband when they started a family. This choice was due
to many personal and family considerations: economical resources, the real estate market, child care, personal relations and the
presence and density of services. Valentina is struggling with her career and professional opportunities on the one hand, and family
life on the other. 



Valentina’s mobility story 

Beatrice’s story

Beatrice used to commute between Turin and Milan everyday, before she decided to rent a small apartment in Milan. Beatrice works in
the fashion industry; the company she works for is based in Veneto but she needs to be in Milan. However, her partner lives in Turin.
When I asked her where she comes from, Beatrice said: “I could say that my city is Turin, because my beloved one is there. But the
rest -cinemas, theatres, exhibitions- is in Milan”. Additionally, her main residence is in Asti, the city where her parents live and where
she visits from time to time to see them and for administrative duties. 



Everyday mobility maps

Mobility stories help to highlight how far space and rhythms of highly mobile people have changed thanks to emerging mobility
practices. The stories have been turned into maps in order to better describe those changes both in space and time. The maps have
been created considering the type and frequency of activities related to a place, while also recording activities undertaken on the
move. They are an attempt to represent all those different spaces, geographically distant but in a temporal continuity: “moment places”
14, which are places in space, moments along time and social practices. The dots represent the moment places (spaces, time and
practices), while lines are the connections between them (relations). The type of activities is represented in different colours, while the
intensity of uses defines the dimension of the dots. The more colourful and bigger the dot the more important the place for the
interviewee. 



Valentina’s synthetic mobility map 



Beatrice’s synthetic mobility map 

3. What is your contribution to theoretical and policy debates?

The maps revealed some important spatial consequences of the diffusion of emerging mobility practices. 

First, the growing dimension of the dots shows how long an interviewee spends in a place. Looking at the maps the dimension of the
dots clearly reveals the increasing importance of untraditional spaces of mobility, such as the house and the office, for highly mobile
people thanks to teleworking, smart working and the use of digital tools. 

Second the maps emphasize the coexistence of different territorial scales, and help to visualize the individual “life space” that is “the
space inhabited by an individual in everyday life: the house, the working place, the place of leisure” 15. The coexistence of different
scales in everyday life highlights the ability to manage space-time relations and engenders “topological relationships” 16 between
different places. The research identifies three different innovative ways of engaging with this extended individual territory: profile A
defines people who inhabit an extended space, which includes all of the different places encountered in their everyday life; profile B



includes people that can clearly separate activities and places, recognizing two main centres of life; profile C groups all the
interviewees that experience one of the places as being the most important – the “home sweet home”. And this is independent from
the number of other places they inhabit in their everyday mobility. 

Innovative territorial relations 

Furthermore, the maps show changes in urban rhythms (i.e. the rhythm of everyday routines of a city’s inhabitants) as they highlight
the different intensities of those rhythms 17 over the extended individual territory. 

Last, and looking at traditional spaces of mobility, the research points out that, in the case of highly mobile people, the regularity of
travel transforms routes in routines and makes mobility spaces familiar places in everyday life. Consequently, those spaces assume
more complex meanings: "connectivity spaces" 18 and places for "interaction and contact" while on the move. Valentina, for example,
says: “I don’t care about the place. I love spending time with my friends. Also the station can be a nice place to meet people”. 

4. What questions have arisen from your research that could be addressed in the future?

Analysing, comprehending and describing the spatial processes linked to the development of innovative mobility practices are
particularly relevant for planners and urban designers, though still not completely explored. A large survey conducted in six European
countries between 2007 and 2011 19, highlights that “if these new kinds of spatial mobility are still marginal (13% of 25 to 54-year-olds
in Switzerland, 18% in Germany and 15% in France), they seem to have increased markedly in recent years” 20. This study also
showed that people have become “ready to move or commute over long durations more than ever” 21 due to the need for a job, and
that, in some cases, to take “high mobility allowed people to get out of a period of unemployment” 22. 

Although available statistics in Italy show that in the last decades certain patterns of mobility have intensified (increase in the number
of commuters and length of the commuting journey) 23, an in-depth national study specifically about highly mobile people has not
been conducted. However, some important questions arose during my research and suggest future research directions on mobility
spaces. 

First of all, and consequent to the development of new territorial relations, there is the question of who pays for what when an
individual routinely inhabits multiple administrative territories. An interesting approach has been offered by Pier Luigi Crosta 24,
proposing a polytopical system of voting based on actual belonging rather than on administrative residence. Nevertheless, it has had
no operational follow-up and thus the question remains open. 

Another question is related to the management of Privately Owned Public Spaces 25. According to Mitchell what makes a space
public is not its “preordained publicness” 26, rather it is the use that some groups make of such spaces. As stated previously, highly
mobile people use stations and trains as public spaces, nevertheless, they are privately owned and managed and thus there is a
conflict of interest that needs to be solved. 

Finally, the house and work spaces are also facing a general reorganization both in their meaning and spatial configuration. On the
one hand, it is possible to observe the emergence of more hybrid spatial typology: third places 27. Nadler has referred to those kinds of
spaces as “plug & play” 28 meaning a spatial context tailored to respond to mobile people’s needs and that offers all the conditions
required for people to be at ease, however temporarily. On the other hand, the overlapping of home and working spaces is making
housing and offices more flexible and is bringing about a process of “reorganization or even dismantling of the functional division of
urban space into basic functions of housing, work, leisure time, and mobility between them” 29. This process, though fragmented,



generates important and diffuse micro-transformations of urban environments and rhythms that still need to be analysed. 

5. Download the thesis
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Mobility

For the Mobile Lives Forum, mobility is understood as the process of how individuals travel across distances in order to deploy
through time and space the activities that make up their lifestyles. These travel practices are embedded in socio-technical systems,
produced by transport and communication industries and techniques, and by normative discourses on these practices, with
considerable social, environmental and spatial impacts.

En savoir plus x

Lifestyle

A lifestyle is a composition of daily activities and experiences that give sense and meaning to the life of a person or a group in time
and space.

En savoir plus x

Teleworking

The remote performance of a salaried activity outside of the company’s premises, at home or in a third place during normal working
hours and requiring access to telecommunication tools.

En savoir plus x

Motility

En savoir plus x

Movement

Movement is the crossing of space by people, objects, capital, ideas and other information. It is either oriented, and therefore occurs
between an origin and one or more destinations, or it is more akin to the idea of simply wandering, with no real origin or destination.

En savoir plus x

Reversible Mobilities

Reversible mobilities are forms of specific movement made possible by rapid transport network systems. They are made over long
distances, with outward and return journeys that are undertaken closely together in time. They are also limited in terms of social
mobility and their relationship with otherness.
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