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Abstract: Sustainable mobility has been one of the central paradigms of research in the field of transport
and mobility for several decades. However, the implications of adopting the concept of “sustainable
mobility” for the conduct of interdisciplinary research has been little discussed within the relevant
research community. Research in the field of transport and mobility has nevertheless been the setting
for major debates in recent years on the question of interdisciplinarity, or even transdisciplinarity,
with the emergence of mobility studies as opposed to transportation studies. The objective of this
paper is to show, empirically, how researchers who are specialised in mobility and transport issues,
but who belong to different disciplines (anthropology, computer science, economics, geomatics,
sociology and urban planning) have sought to build an interdisciplinary research project—which is
currently ongoing—around the links between the development of coworking, which is a new way
of organising work, mobility and sustainability. This paper sets out to highlight cross-fertilisation
between disciplines, the issues raised, and the difficulties encountered. As such, it provides an
account that is as faithful as possible to our experience of conducting interdisciplinary research in the
area of sustainable mobility.

Keywords: mobilities; mobility studies; transport; transportation studies; interdisciplinary; coworking

1. Introduction

For several decades, research on transport and mobility has addressed the economic, environmental
and social issues associated with mobility, and it has made the concept of “sustainable mobility” one
of its central paradigms [1-5]. For Morency [6], a sustainable transport systemis: “[ ... ] [A] system
that will come with reasonable costs, that will operate efficiently, and that will offer all populations a
choice between different transport alternatives. So, one of the characteristics this system needs to have
is the ability to limit polluting emissions, waste, etc., so as to try and ensure that the planet’s ability
to absorb all of this is not exceeded.” The adoption of this concept has helped revitalise theoretical
frameworks by departing from the traditional approaches developed in the contexts of transport
engineering and transport economics. By looking not only at the contribution of mobility to economic
growth, but also its impact on the environment and social inequalities, approaches based on the
concept of “sustainable mobility” have helped to undermine the view that individuals are purely
rational and that their behaviour can be explained solely by their desire to maximise their utility. They
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have allowed researchers to distance themselves from a definition of mobility as a simple demand
derived from activities and from an explanation of mobility behaviour that is based solely on trade-offs
between financial and time costs [1]. However, the implications of adopting the concept of “sustainable
mobility” for the conduct of interdisciplinary research has been little discussed within the transport
and mobility research community. Under the pressure of strong social demand, scientific debates have
focused more on ways of applying this concept than on studying it. In the field of transportation
studies, the work has consisted of examining the advantages and limitations of the different ways of
implementing sustainable mobility. In some cases, reviving a technocentric vision of mobility [7,8],
they have focused on transport policies that promote a modal shift towards public transport and active
modes (reallocating space to public transport, parking controls, road pricing, speed reduction, etc.),
urban planning policies that result in a reduction in the distances travelled (densification, mixed-use
development, Transit Oriented Development, etc.), technological innovations (improvement of the
performance of internal combustion engine vehicles, use of electric, autonomous or shared vehicles),
the development of digital technology to reduce travel needs (teleworking, e-commerce) or optimise
travel (smart mobility). In the field of mobility studies, research has highlighted the need to take into
account the complexity of social behaviours in order to achieve a transition to more sustainable mobility
practices: “It can get us beyond the idea that transport “consumers” need to stop driving cars and start
taking the bus or riding bikes. There is a recognition that the underlying social organisation of mobility
needs to be changed in other ways” [9] (p. 18). Only a few researchers have recently undertaken a
reflexive examination of the implications of this concept for interdisciplinarity by drawing attention
to the low level of consideration given to socio-political issues (class, gender, ethnicity, etc.) and its
very normative nature [10]. They highlight the lack of a critical perspective in research on sustainable
mobility and the need to (re-)embed mobility issues within political economy [7,11].

While interdisciplinarity appears to be an inherent feature of this field, which is built around a
single research topic, the nature of disciplinary cross-fertilisation (between the engineering sciences,
the human and social sciences and the digital sciences, etc.) and the intensity of this cross-fertilisation
(multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary) [12] have evolved over time. This issue of the
nature of interdisciplinarity in the field of transport and mobility research has assumed great importance
in recent years as a result of the emergence of the field of mobility studies and the repositioning it
has imposed on transport studies. By encouraging all human and social sciences to take up the “new
mobilities paradigm” [13], the ambition of mobility studies is to create a “postdisciplinary” [13] (p.
214) or “transdisciplinary” [14] (p. 791) field. Employing innovative concepts and methods, it attempts
to bring together disciplines as diverse as anthropology, cultural studies, geography, migration studies,
science and technology studies, sociology of tourism, and transport studies: “[ ... ] [W]hat mobilities
research does is to break down disciplinary silos and thereby enable us to begin to see the connections
across topics and scales [ ... ]” [14] (p. 803). While not all the human and social sciences seem willing
to see themselves as part of this paradigm [15], transportation studies have been greatly influenced
by the emergence of mobility studies, due to the similarity of the research issues and the way the
concept of mobility gained ascendancy over that of transport during the 1990s and 2000s. For example,
this has led transport geography to engage in a reflexive examination not only of its place within the
humanities and social sciences, but also as a sub-discipline within geography [16,17]. Traditionally
closer to transport engineering and transport economics, with which it shares positivist assumptions
and methods of data collection and modelling, transport geography has entered into a dialogue with
mobility studies. This has resulted in an acknowledgement of their mutual contributions [18-23], and
the identification of topics for reflection that could be conducive to interdisciplinarity: The different
ways of understanding travel, a better understanding of the methodologies used and the contribution
of this body of research to public action [22].

This brief overview of research developments in the field of transport and mobility, due to
the adoption of the “sustainable mobility” paradigm and interdisciplinarity, raises questions about
the possibilities of developing an interdisciplinary approach to sustainable mobility. How does the
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adoption of the concept of sustainable mobility affect the nature of interdisciplinarity in the field of
transport and mobility research? Which disciplines and methods should be used to understand it?
What cross-fertilisation should be set up? The objective of this paper is to contribute to this thought
process. It shows, empirically, how researchers who are specialised in mobility and transport issues, but
who belong to different disciplines (anthropology, computer science, economics, geomatics, sociology
and urban planning) have sought to build an interdisciplinary research project around the issue of
sustainable mobility. This project aims to explore the links between the development of a new way of
organising work - coworking -, mobility and sustainability. Coworking spaces, which first appeared in
San Francisco in 2005, have spread rapidly throughout the world and represent a new way of organising
work based on the sharing of a workspace and a network of workers that encourages collaboration [24].
Within the category of “third places” [25] coworking spaces differentiate themselves through their
collaborative dimension. They advocate for inventing new methods of working, which are often
less formal, based on exchange, collaboration and co-creativity. In France, the creation of coworking
spaces goes hand in hand with a very proactive discourse on the part of the public authorities, who
encourage, and even financially support, their development. Their number has increased significantly
in recent years: There are currently 1800 coworking spaces in France [26]. The main justification
for this support is presumed (but not proven) beneficial effects of coworking in terms of sustainable
mobility. By offering workers the opportunity to work close to home, coworking spaces are expected to
reduce the negative impacts of commuting (congestion, pollution, etc.) and promote a better work-life
balance. According to the French Ministry of Territorial Cohesion, coworking would cut down travel
time by one hour and ten minutes per teleworking day; which would represent 5 billion m3 of CO,
annually [26]. ADEME, the French Environment and Energy Management Agency, for example, has
identified coworking spaces as “immobility solutions” that have the ability to encourage mobility
with a “reduced environmental footprint”. Indeed, both mobility plans and coworking are seen as
a way of resolving home-to-work mobility problems [27]. The objective of the COWORKWORLDS
project is to examine the evidence for the sustainability of coworking in terms of mobility in different
geographical contexts. Through the study of this interdisciplinary project, the paper helps to draw
attention to cross-fertilisation between disciplines, the issues raised, and the difficulties encountered.
As such, it provides an original record that is as faithful as possible to our experience of the practice of
interdisciplinary research on sustainable mobility, with its strengths and limitations.

2. The Construction of an Interdisciplinary Research Project on Sustainable Mobility

The findings presented in this paper are based on work undertaken as part of an ongoing research
project which is being funded by the French National Research Agency for a 36-month period. Known
as COWORKWORLDS, it sets out to study the sustainability and spatiality of coworkers” mobility
practices in different geographical contexts (metropolitan areas, medium-sized cities, peri-urban
and rural areas), based on an interdisciplinary approach. The project’s key hypothesis is that the
sustainability of coworkers’ mobility practices depends on their economic situation (job type, income
level, career, etc.), their social position (social category, household type, etc.) and the spatial context
(location, residential trajectory). These practices, thus, depend on the job and residential markets,
working practices, transportation infrastructures, and social aspirations. The aim of the project is to
identify the diversity of these factors and their impact on sustainable mobility based on knowledge
of coworkers” mobility practices, an understanding of the choices that lead to their adoption and
a consideration of the spatialities they create. In order to study the sustainability and spatiality of
coworkers’ mobility practices, the project developed a methodology that combines qualitative and
quantitative methods:

e A database of coworking spaces in the Auvergne-Rhoéne-Alpes region of France was created, and
mapping was performed.

e A qualitative survey was conducted among the creators of coworking spaces. The aim was to
better understand their locational strategy and how they take sustainable mobility issues into
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account. It was also a way to collect first-hand information about coworkers’ profiles and their
mobility practices.

e A questionnaire survey about coworkers’ working and mobility practices was carried out. The
purpose was to collect information about the subjects’ socio-economic characteristics (age, gender,
place of residence, level of income, etc.) and their working practices (one or several workplaces,
coworking space attendance, occupation, etc.) and travelling (daily mobility, business trips, etc.).

e  The subjects were observed in two coworking spaces, one in the centre of a metropolis and the
other in a small town. The objective was to better understand what coworkers do in coworking
spaces in order to improve our understanding of what coworking involves.

e A qualitative survey of coworkers is being conducted. The aim is to place the choice of coworking
in a wider context by exploring the workers’ professional, family and housing pathways and their
attitudes towards sustainable mobility.

e The final step will be devoted to collecting GPS mobility traces for a week by installing an
application on coworkers” mobile phones. The aim of this is to consider the spatialities that shape
the coworkers” mobility practices with regard to urban sustainability

While, as we have seen, the debates on interdisciplinarity in the field of transport and mobility
research have been the subject of numerous publications, no work has been carried out that explains
how to implement in practice such interdisciplinarity in the field of sustainable mobility. Based on the
limited work that addresses this issue in other research fields [12,28,29], in the COWORKWORLDS
project, we have identified three components that are conducive to interdisciplinarity:

e Defining a common research goal which required cross-fertilisation between disciplines and
methods from both transportation studies and mobility studies;

e Inclusion within the organisation of the project of a specific task focused on achieving
interdisciplinarity; and

e  The existence of relationships of trust between researchers from different disciplines.

The project is marked first and foremost by a common focus on research, namely the sustainability
of coworkers” mobility practices. Indeed, it was deemed essential to set up a team that could develop
a variety of approaches (spatial, social and economic) and methods (qualitative and quantitative).
The aim was not only to collect information about coworkers’ travel behaviour, but also to take into
account attitudes and norms, both of which are important [30]. The COWORKWORLDS project, thus,
harnesses the expertise of researchers in the disciplines of anthropology, computer science, economics,
geomatics, sociology and urban planning. It provides an opportunity for these researchers to bring
their diversity of approaches into play: Planners and geomaticians have developed a spatial approach,
the first using qualitative methods and the second, quantitative ones; sociologists have drawn the team
members’ attention to the contribution of urban sociology and used their methodological skills to
obtain real-life accounts; economists have provided their expertise in statistical analysis and knowledge
of transport policy. The researchers have applied a variety of methodologies: Descriptive statistics
and econometric processing, spatial analysis, digital trace collection and analysis, semi-structured
interviews and participant observation. To encourage cross-fertilisation between disciplines and
methods, each task in the project has involved researchers from different disciplines and used a variety
of methods.

When the project was organised, a specific task was created whose purpose was to develop an
interdisciplinary approach. This consisted, for example, of identifying the current state of knowledge
at the beginning of the project by asking each researcher to present the contributions of their discipline
and to explain them. It also included the organisation of regular meetings to which all the researchers
were invited, irrespective of how closely the agenda touched on their work.

Finally, relationships of trust gradually developed between researchers from different disciplinary
horizons. These were facilitated by the fact that they share a common focus on research—both it’s
mobility and transport. In addition, many of the researchers belonged to the same laboratory. Although
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they had never all worked together, a certain amount of collaboration had already taken place they
were all involved in the same research seminar, which was interdisciplinary by its very nature. The
COWORKWORLDS project represented an opportunity to implement this cross-fertilisation between
different disciplinary approaches.

While the characteristics of this project appear to be favourable to the practice of interdisciplinarity,
this is never a given [12]. It is on the basis of the questions raised by contact between the disciplines
and methods that its extent can truly be assessed. These questions are presented in the following
section, based on the notes taken during the meetings which prepared the response to the call for
projects, then during its implementation, as well as in the context of the research seminars.

3. Results

3.1. How Can We Define Mobility?

One of the first questions we were faced with when we began this interdisciplinary project was
what definition of mobility to use. Researchers in economics, geomatics and computer science, whose
approaches are more rooted in transport studies, see mobility as moving from point A to point B [20].
Their aim is to quantify trips, to characterise them using a number of indicators (purpose, distance,
duration, frequency, transport mode, financial cost, etc.) and to identify the individual determinants of
this demand. Naturally, the modalities used to quantify and characterise these trips vary from one
discipline to another, particularly between the economists and the computer scientists. In the context
of the project, the researchers in these fields consider the mobility of coworkers on the basis of their
daily trips, whether for work or other purposes. Researchers who are specialised in spatial and urban
planning see mobility first and foremost as spatial. It is a means of understanding the interactions
between locations in geographical space, across different spatial and temporal scales (daily mobility,
long journeys, residential mobility and migration) [31]. They are, therefore, interested not only in the
daily movements of coworkers, but also in their business trips or their choices in terms of residential
mobility, or even migration. Moreover, the interactions in question can be physical, through real
movements, or virtual, through the practice of teleworking, of which coworking is one form. Finally,
researchers in sociology and anthropology, who are closer to the field of mobility studies, examine
mobility through its social and spatial dimensions. Their objective is to understand mobility practices,
how they are built and interrelate with residential and professional mobility in order to understand
how the patterns and practices of daily life are interrelated and erode and reinforce each other [32].
Within the framework of the project, this essentially involves using the life history method to follow
the residential, professional and family trajectories of coworkers in order to better understand how
they came to adopt coworking, and to highlight the norms and values behind those choices, as well as
the constraints that inform them. This method, usually used by sociologists and ethnologists, aims to
identify the changes in people’s mobility practices that take place throughout their lives, as well as the
factors that affect them by describing their occupational, family and housing histories. Analysing this
biographical material leads to a better understanding of the changes they have undergone and the
factors that are significant in their life story.

In view of the diversity of these approaches, how should mobility be defined in the context of
our project? Since the aim is to increase interdisciplinarity, it was decided to adopt a broad definition
of mobility, where the different disciplinary approaches are considered in a continuum [22,33]. The
mobility practices of the studied coworkers include their daily work-related and non-work-related
travel, business trips, residential mobility and life-cycle migration, as well as virtual mobility, i.e.,
activities carried out at a distance during coworking. This broad definition shows that the links
between coworking and mobility can have different meanings. For example, our first results highlight
the fact that in metropolitan areas, coworking is often associated with daily mobility issues (choice of
transportation mode, changes in travel behaviour, etc.), whereas in rural areas it is more related to
life-cycle migration factors (a way of bringing about a certain residential outcome, a lifestyle choice, etc.).
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These elements have implications both for research and public action. On the one hand, they are an
example of cross-fertilisation between transportation and mobility studies by helping to highlight the
different ways of understanding movement [22]. On the other hand, they show that local development
policies, as well as transport policies, affect coworking, which can be considered as a new way to attract
inhabitants and economic activities to rural areas.

3.2. How Can We Define Sustainability?

The second question that was raised when the different disciplinary approaches came into contact
was how to define sustainability. One of the first areas of discussion involved the environmental,
economic and social dimensions of sustainability. Regardless of their discipline, all the researchers
involved in the project thought that coworkers’” mobility practices have an environmental impact. One
of the challenges for the project is to examine the evidence for the environmental sustainability of
coworking in different geographical contexts, as coworking could reduce the environmental impact
of work-related travel by reducing the distances travelled or by increasing the use of less polluting
modes of transportation. In this regard, our preliminary findings point up that rural areas — usually
associated with car dependency — can also implement environmentally friendly mobility solutions.
For example, some coworking spaces located in these areas offer shared mobility solutions (electric
bicycles or cars, cargo bikes, etc.). However, in some cases, the results also highlight the disparity
between pro-environmental attitudes and car-based travel behaviour [30].

For the planners, anthropologists and sociologists, an important challenge for the project is also
to evaluate the social and economic sustainability of coworkers” mobility practices. Many studies
in the social sciences show that the adoption of environmentally sustainable mobility practices is
facilitated by the objective advantages enjoyed by the most affluent segments of the population,
examples being the possibility of living in the city centre, flexible working hours and sizeable financial
resources [7,11,34]. If, for example, coworkers” mobility practices prove to be more environmentally
sustainable, is this not ultimately because they belong to this creative [35], urban, mobile, skilled
and connected class? In this case, does encouraging coworking because of its virtuous effects on the
environment not amount to promoting a mobility solution that can only benefit the most affluent
categories of the population and heighten social inequalities? Various methods were applied to identify
the socio-economic profile of coworkers. These included those used by the planners, anthropologists
and sociologists (semi-structured interviews, life histories), and those used by the economists, who
included questions on the socio-economic characteristics of coworkers in their questionnaire surveys.
The first results of the survey highlight the diversity of coworkers” socio-economic profiles: While
they share some characteristics (a high level of education, being self-employed), their income levels
are varied. At the same time, some of the low-income workers we interviewed were thinking about
stopping coworking on the grounds of its cost.

The second area of discussion related to the meaning of sustainability. Should the sustainability
of coworkers’ mobility practices be assessed in terms of individuals or in terms of areas? This debate
contrasts the approach of anthropologists and sociologists on the one hand, and that of urban planners
on the other. With regard to the environmental dimension of sustainability, anthropologists and
sociologists focus, for example, on the mobility practices of coworkers (modes of transport used, etc.)
and the extent to which these practices are compatible or incompatible with their environmental
awareness. Planners, on the other hand, assess whether these mobility practices are in keeping with a
degree of spatial proximity that has less impact on the environment. With respect to the economic
and social dimensions, anthropologists and sociologists will, for example, study the residential and
professional mobility associated with the adoption of coworking to see whether they belong to upward
paths, and whether they are endured or chosen and by whom. Planners, for their part, will analyse the
contribution of such residential and professional mobility to the economic and demographic vitality of
the areas in question, as a result of the creation of economic activities and the influx of new inhabitants.
These different approaches raise the question of the purpose of sustainable mobility, in view of the
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fact that the spatial and individual outcomes of sustainable mobility often seem contradictory. In
some cases, the mobility associated with coworking may have positive effects on an area (sustainable
urban or rural revitalisation), but negative effects on individuals (precarious employment, greater
family constraints, car dependency, etc.). The value of the project is to create a dialogue between
these approaches, because it is the conjunction of these perspectives that should provide a clearer
picture of the complexity of the concept of sustainable mobility. This ties in with the definition of
sustainability given by Shove and Walker which includes: “[ ... ] [TThe importance of attending to all
requisite elements of practice, to forms of practical know-how, bodily activities, meanings, ideas and
understandings, as well as to materials, infrastructures and sociotechnical configurations” [32] (p. 476).

3.3. How Can We Define Coworking?

The third question raised by the development of an interdisciplinary approach concerns the
definition of coworkers, and more broadly of coworking. Should we focus on coworking spaces or
coworking practices? Planners, economists, and geomaticians tend to favour a spatial approach, centred
on the coworking spaces. This ties in directly with mobility concerns. The aim is to see whether or not
working in another workplace, located near their home, can help coworkers reorganise their mobility,
and what effects coworking can have on sustainability. This approach is in line with research in the
field of transport and mobility on the links between ICTs and mobility (homeworking and telecentres,
etc.). The social approach, which examines coworking practices, appeals more to anthropologists
and sociologists, and even computer scientists who are interested in coworkers’ practices with regard
to digital technology. The aim is to understand who these coworkers are, why they have adopted
coworking, what this new way of organising work consists of and to place their mobility practices
and sustainability within this context. Faced with the diversity of definitions found in the literature
and the vagueness of the concept of coworking in practice (possibility of coworking in associations,
the subsidiaries of large real estate groups, cafés, hotels, business centres, etc.), we decided to first
identify coworking spaces, then to focus on the coworkers working in them. This led us to favour
the spatial approach, and to develop a definition of coworking spaces. In the context of the project,
these are defined as third places [25] that are in an intermediary position between the home and the
traditional workplace, whose main role is to provide users with a workspace that includes shared
services, such as meeting rooms and printers, and to encourage interaction and collaboration. This
definition has allowed us to identify the coworking spaces in the studied area (Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes):
Of the 164 locations claiming to be coworking spaces (cafés, hotels, etc.), 122 were selected and then
mapped in order to analyse their geographical contexts. However, the anthropologists and sociologists
subsequently suggested that it would be worthwhile to refine this definition, by looking more closely
at what coworking encompasses in terms of exchange and collaboration. It was, therefore, decided to
add two participant observations, which were not initially a planned part of the project, carried out
over a period of six months in two coworking spaces, one located in the centre of a metropolis and the
other in a small town.

3.4. How Can We Combine the Different Methods?

The researchers also discussed combining the methods used by different disciplines. The first issue
concerned the conduct of the questionnaire survey, which aims to collect information on coworkers
socio-economic characteristics and work and travel habits. One of the major challenges in obtaining a
sufficient number of questionnaires for the survey to be usable. As it was clear from the literature that
online co-worker surveys had low response rates, the economists initially opted for a telephone survey,
the idea is to outsource the conduct of the survey to a private firm. This firm was tasked with contacting
coworking space managers to obtain coworkers’ telephone numbers in order to interview them for the
survey. Such methods are quite commonly employed by transport economists who often use service
providers to obtain sufficiently large samples. However, on the basis of the first qualitative surveys
conducted among coworking space managers, the planners and sociologists expressed reservations

7
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about the possibilities of conducting these telephone surveys. As coworking spaces receive a great
many calls, from students and journalists, for example, their managers are strongly committed to
protecting their coworkers from disturbance. This made them reluctant to give their clients’ telephone
numbers to a survey company. After discussions between the economists, the planners and the
sociologists, it was finally agreed to use more traditional methods. The researchers contacted the
coworking spaces directly and gave them the opportunity to participate in a questionnaire survey.
Once their agreement was obtained, they personally administered the questionnaire to the coworkers
by visiting the coworking spaces. This method made it possible to attain the required number of
completed questionnaires—360 were obtained between November 2018 and March 2019 at coworking
spaces registered in our database. However, the method proved costly and time-consuming, due to the
need to recruit an additional person to administer the survey.

The second issue related to combining the qualitative surveys of coworkers conducted by the
anthropologists and sociologists and the collection of digital traces by the computer scientists and
geomaticians. The aim of the qualitative surveys was to reconstruct the residential, professional and
family paths of coworkers using the life history method and to elucidate the values and representations
that underlie their mobility practices. The collection of digital traces aimed to collect the GPS trace,
and therefore, the movements, of coworkers over a week by means of an application installed on
their smartphone. This method is increasingly used in the field of transport and mobility studies.
However, while it collects all movements, it provides little information on their characteristics (purpose,
etc.), which is needed in order to interpret the traces, or their time variability. This explains the
value of combining this method with semi-structured interviews. Two concerns were raised when
the methods were considered side-by-side. The first was identifying the information to be obtained
during the interviews in order to interpret the traces. Many discussions were necessary between
the anthropologists, sociologists, planners, computer scientists, and geomaticians in order for them
to gain an understanding of each other’s methods. These discussions reached the conclusion that a
series of tests are necessary to identify the information that is required, and these tests are currently in
progress. The second concern was the order in which the surveys should be conducted. Should the
process begin with the semi-structured interviews or collection of the digital traces? The first solution
that was considered was to start by collecting the digital traces, so that at the end of the interview,
they could be presented to the respondents in order to elicit their reactions. However, after several
attempts at drafting the interview guidelines, it proved difficult to reconcile the objectives of the two
methods. Furthermore, contacting coworkers with a proposal to participate in a survey protocol that
was deemed to be intrusive could result in a large number of refusals. It was, therefore, decided to do
this in two phases: First, conducting the life story interview with the coworkers, and asking them at
the end if they would agree to be part of a digital trace collection operation, then conducting the digital
trace collection and recontacting the respondents by telephone to elicit the missing information needed
to interpret the traces.

4. Discussion

Our presentation of the questions raised by the implementation of this research project has
suggested three avenues for reflection when attempting to develop interdisciplinary approaches to
sustainability in the field of transport and mobility.

The first relates to the importance of defining the terms used by researchers from different
disciplines. The key role of language in the practice of interdisciplinary research has already been
underscored, particularly in the context of dialogue between the natural sciences and the human and
social sciences [36]. However, initially one might think that this recommendation does not apply to a
narrower field of research, such as transport and mobility. In this field, those involved in research deal
with (almost) the same topics, and adopt an approach that claims to be interdisciplinary. However,
the questions raised in the COWORKWORLDS project show that, depending on the discipline, the
concepts commonly used in this field, such as mobility or sustainability, do not have the same meaning
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and need to be explained in order to avoid ambiguities or misunderstandings. This stems from the fact
that there is little agreement on the exact meaning of sustainable mobility in the context of research
on transport and mobility [5]. It highlights the need not only to define the concept of sustainable
mobility as such, but also how to conduct research into it. This need to define terms seems particularly
important when research in transport and mobility is concerned with the practical application of
interdisciplinarity and is open to other disciplinary fields, such as the digital sciences. Furthermore,
working on a common definition of sustainable mobility can help to further the dialogue that has been
initiated between transport and mobility studies [18-23].

The second avenue for reflection concerns time management when developing interdisciplinary
approaches. At the collective level, implementing these approaches requires more time than traditional
research: Time to explain the concepts and methods used by each discipline, time for negotiation,
time for coordination, time to discuss the results and the strategy for exploiting them, etc. However,
the current funding mechanisms for research projects may not yet make sufficient allowance for
this additional time, despite strong calls for the pursuit of interdisciplinary research. In the field of
research on transport and mobility, projects are generally funded for a period of 12, 24 or 36 months.
These periods are quite short in view of this need for additional time for interdisciplinary work,
especially when projects involve time-consuming qualitative methods. How can this reflexive attitude
be maintained throughout the project when it is necessary, at the same time, to implement the different
survey phases, engage in communication activities in connection with the project, write reports and
disseminate the results within the academic sphere and among the social and economic community? At
the individual level, the implementation of these interdisciplinary approaches also requires researchers
to make an additional time investment. Interdisciplinarity is about being able to understand each other
and needs clear objectives on all sides [29]. It requires a reflexive examination of one’s own disciplinary
practices, an effort to familiarise oneself with the concepts and methods of other disciplines, availability
to participate in projects that are not necessarily central to one’s own research. However, in a system
where researchers’ publications and career evaluations are still discipline-based, the question of return
on investment may arise. The problem of the recognition of interdisciplinary publications in some
disciplines is a case in point: While in some disciplines these publications will be counted, in others,
where the journals are strongly focused and ranked, they will not. Under these circumstances, why
should a researcher spend time on such publications?

The third avenue for reflection relates to the need to carry out further work on the implementation
of interdisciplinarity in the field of research on transport and mobility. As we have shown, an increasing
number of publications deal with the issue of interdisciplinarity and the need to develop a deeper
dialogue between transportation studies and mobility studies [22]. However, so far, little work has
been done on how to implement this interdisciplinarity in the field of transport and mobility research.
This is the area in which this paper has sought to make a contribution, by describing the experience
of the COWORKWORLDS project. It has brought together, with a common research focus, a team
of researchers from different disciplines who continue to engage in dialogue within the framework
of the project, to combine quantitative and qualitative methods and to provide a multidimensional
perspective on mobility and sustainability. However, this first phase of the project was also marked by
the need to rapidly implement the various field surveys in order to meet the research deadlines, which
left little room for reflexivity. It is undoubtedly in the next phase, when the results will be pooled, that
the project will become genuinely interdisciplinary in nature.
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