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Abstract 

This thesis concerns the need to transform the transport system to meet climate 

mitigation objectives. It provides insights into how specific approaches and 

practices in transport policy and planning affect prospects for transformation. It 

focuses on specific practices and knowledge perspectives in policy and planning, 

exploration of future uncertainty, and the scope and agency attributed to planning 

for influencing the future development of the transport system. The empirical 

interest is directed towards contemporary Swedish national transport policy and 

planning, analyzed in four articles: organization and procurement of physical 

planning of road and rail investments (Article 1), an emerging discursive framing 

of digitalized, 'smart' accessibility (Article 2), the approach to future uncertainty 

in the national investment plan for transport infrastructure 2018-2029 (Article 3), 

and an inter-agency collaboration on a plan for a fossil-free transformation of the 

transport system (Article 4).  

The thesis follows a qualitative research approach based on a social 

constructivist and poststructuralist understanding of knowledge as socially 

constructed and sustained. To highlight the influence of practice and knowledge 

perspectives on understandings of the future development of the transport 

system and conditions for transformation, a Foucauldian discursive approach is 

applied. This approach emphasizes reciprocal dependency between discourse and 

practice. 

Results make evident that Swedish national transport planning and policy is 

largely characterized by a ‘conventional’ approach with dominant quantitative 

practices and knowledge perspectives, through which the future is mainly 

portrayed as a continuation of the historical development. The studies show that 

this approach strongly influence how the transport system and prospects for 

transformation are understood and described. The thesis illustrates tendencies to 

avoid issues of future uncertainty, and how this is taken as an argument for not 

exploring alternative development directions. Consequently, opportunities to 

influence future development are portrayed as limited. This has a restrictive effect 

on the conditions for transformation. However, the thesis also shows contexts 

where future uncertainty is considered as a basic planning condition, which 

justifies exploration of opportunities for transformation by broader practices and 

knowledge perspectives. 

Overall, the thesis makes visible ways in which specific practices and 

knowledge perspectives exert significant influence over which choices regarding 

future pathways that are presented to the public and decision makers. A central 

conclusion regards a need for a more politically oriented discussion on what 
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knowledge and practices in transport policy and practice that are relevant and fit 

for purpose in the light of the climate mitigation challenge as well as other societal 

objectives. 



iii 

Sammanfattning 

Denna avhandling tar sin utgångspunkt i behovet av omställning av 

transportsystemet för att möta politiskt uppställda klimatmål. Den bidrar med 

insikter om hur specifika förhållningssätt och praktiker i policy och planering 

inom transportområdet påverkar förutsättningar för omställning. Fokus riktas 

mot specifika praktiker och kunskapsperspektiv, hur aspekter av framtida 

osäkerhet i utvecklingen hanteras, och vilken roll som planering antas kunna spela 

i den framtida utvecklingen av transportsystemet. Avhandlingens empiriska 

intresse riktas mot samtida svensk nationell transportpolicy och -planering, som 

analyseras genom fyra delstudier: organisering och upphandling av fysisk 

planering av väg och järnväg (artikel 1), en framväxande diskursiv förståelse av 

digitaliserad, ’smart’ tillgänglighet (artikel 2), förhållningssätt till framtida 

osäkerhet i Nationell plan för transportsystemet 2018-2029 (artikel 3), samt ett 

myndighetsgemensamt utarbetande av en plan för omställning av 

transportsystemet till fossilfrihet, populärt benämnt SOFT (artikel 4). 

Avhandlingen följer en kvalitativ forskningsansats grundad i en 

socialkonstruktivistisk och poststrukturalistisk syn på kunskap som socialt 

konstruerad och upprätthållen. För att belysa praktikers och kunskapsperspektivs 

inflytande över förståelser av transportsystemets framtida utveckling och 

förutsättningar för omställning tillämpas en Foucauldiansk diskursiv ansats. 

Denna ansats betonar ett ömsesidigt beroende mellan diskurs och praktik. 

Resultaten visar att svensk nationell transportplanering och policy i hög grad 

präglas av ett så kallat ’konventionellt’ förhållningssätt till transportsystemet, med 

dominerande kvantitativa praktiker och kunskapsperspektiv genom vilka 

framtiden i huvudsak framställs som en fortsättning på den historiska 

utvecklingen. Studierna i avhandlingen visar att detta förhållningssätt får stort 

inflytande över hur transportsystemet och förutsättningar för omställning förstås 

och beskrivs. Avhandlingen visar på tendenser att undvika osäkerhet om 

framtiden, och hur detta tas som argument för att inte utforska alternativa 

utvecklingsriktningar och anspråk på framtiden. En konsekvens är att möjligheter 

att påverka utvecklingen framställs som begränsade. Avhandlingen visar dock 

också på sammanhang där framtida osäkerhet beaktas som en grundläggande 

planeringsförutsättning, vilket motiverar utforskande av möjligheter till 

omställning utifrån bredare praktiker och kunskapsperspektiv.  

Sammantaget synliggör avhandlingen att specifika praktiker och 

kunskapsperspektiv har betydande inflytande över vilka vägval kring 

transportsystemets framtid som presenteras för allmänheten och beslutsfattare. 

En slutsats är att detta inflytande, i kombination med de kontrasterande praktiker 
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och kunskapsperspektiv som präglar olika planeringssammanhang, motiverar en 

tydligare politiskt orienterad diskussion om vilken kunskap som är relevant i ljuset 

av uppställda samhällsmål, och vad som utgör relevant praktik i relation till det. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 A ‘question of destiny’  

The future development of the transport system is of significant importance to 

overall climate change mitigation. Transport amounts to approximately one 

fourth of global carbon dioxide emissions (IEA 2020). In Sweden, around one 

third of domestic emissions come from transport, thereby making up a relatively 

larger share than globally. Of these emissions, 90 percent are related to road 

transports (Swedish Climate Policy Council 2019).  

In the latest transport infrastructure bill presented to parliament, the Swedish 

government describes climate change as “the question of destiny for our time” 

(Government bill 2016/17:21, p. 27). Since 2018, targets for decreasing domestic 

climate emissions from the transport sector (excluding air traffic) are specified as 

a 70 percent reduction by 2030 compared to 2010, reaching zero net emissions 

by 2045 (SFS 2017:720; The Parliamentary Committee for Environment and 

Agriculture 2016). While the need for substantively decreased climate emissions 

is acknowledged in national policy, emissions have so far decreased at a 

significantly slower pace than required if the objectives are to be achieved 

(Swedish Climate Policy Council 2019, 2020; Swedish Transport Administration 

2020a). At the same time, the latest national travel demand forecast projects that 

car travel (expressed in vehicle kilometers) will increase by 27 % in the period 

2017-2040, equivalent to one percent annually (STA 2020f).  

In addition to the climate crisis, there are a range of environmental and social 

problems related to the existing transport system. These problems include air, 

water and noise pollution, disruption of ecosystems and habitats, extensive land 

consumption and urban sprawl, traffic accidents, physical barriers, deprived 

neighborhoods, and social inequalities (Gudmundsson et al. 2016). Altogether, 

this has led to increasingly intensive discussions during recent decades on the 

need to change the current development direction of the transport system. 

Politically adopted objectives of mitigating climate emissions, as well as the 

broader agenda of global 2030 sustainable development goals (United Nations 

2015), put great demand on a pervasive transformation of the transport system, 

understood as “physical and/or qualitative changes in form, structure or 

meaning-making” (O’Brien 2012). Still, there are tensions in transport policy and 

planning between different assumptions regarding how far-reaching change of 

the current development direction that is needed. There are also tensions 

regarding which role transport policy and planning could and should take on to 

support a transformation. An ongoing discussion is reflected in Swedish national 

transport policy plans, investigations, and government bills. Whereas it is claimed 
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in some documents that sufficient climate mitigation could be achieved by 

developments in vehicle technology and utilization of electrification and biofuels 

(see for example STA 2015a, 2016b, 2017, 2020b), other documents suggest that 

a transformation would be needed which considers also so called ‘transport 

efficiency’ measures aimed at decreased travel and a shift towards less polluting 

modes of travel (see for example The Fossil-Free Vehicle Traffic Inquiry 2013; 

Government bill 2016/12:21, 2019/20:65; Swedish Climate Policy Council 2019; 

Swedish Energy Agency 2017, 2020; STA 2014, 2016, 2016b, 2020e). 

Internationally, such a broader approach, which aims at actively affecting future 

travel demand, is known by the concept ‘avoid, shift, improve’ (United Nations 

2016). 

1.1.1 Contrasting approaches to transport policy and planning 

Previous research has outlined how transport policy and planning practice 

generally has been dominated by a so called ‘conventional’ approach. This 

approach is grounded in two central assumptions: that travel is primarily a 

‘derived demand’ where the main societal benefit lies in reaching the target of the 

journey, and that travel time is a sacrifice – or economic cost – that should be 

reduced (Banister 2008). These assumptions have shaped a specific, dominant 

understanding of the transport system which directs focus towards infrastructure 

investments that provide additional capacity and travel time savings (Banister 

2008). In assessing future travel demand and the economic feasibility of policy 

and planning interventions, predictions by traffic forecasting models of future 

travel demand, and economic cost-benefit analysis of impacts, have become 

extensively applied tools internationally. These practices, which both are 

grounded in ‘neoclassical’ economic assumptions of rational individuals 

maximizing their utility when traveling (Kębłowski & Bassens 2018), have gained 

dominant influence over Swedish national transport planning and policy since the 

second half of the twentieth century (see for example Lundin 2008; Hultén 2012). 

This instrumentally rational approach centered around forecasting future travel 

demand and assessing the value of transport policy and planning interventions – 

such as infrastructure investments or other policy measures affecting the 

development and usage of the transport system – by economic cost-benefit 

analysis, will throughout the thesis be referred to as a ‘conventional’ approach to 

transport policy and planning. 

This ‘conventional’ approach has been conceptualized as resulting in a ‘regime-

compliant’ policy-making pathway in transport policy and planning (Lyons & 

Davidson 2016), grounded in “an (implicit) reliance of the way of the world as 

we have known it, in relation to transport, continuing.” (Lyons & Davidson 2016: 

113). By continuing to rely on forecasts based in historic cause-effect 
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relationships, potential future development directions are poorly explored, 

aspects of uncertainty associated with the future development are generally 

avoided, and weak scope and agency to influence future developments are 

attributed to policy and planning.  

In response to the ‘conventional’, traffic-accommodating approach, research 

has provided overarching alternative conceptualizations of, for example, ‘predict-

and-prevent’ (Owens 1995), ‘sustainable mobility’ (Banister 2008) approaches, in 

which broader social and environmental values, objectives and consequences 

associated with the transport system beyond accommodating travel demand, are 

acknowledged. Such conceptualizations are pointing towards transformative 

pathways for transport policy and planning, i.e., ways which clearly challenge 

‘status quo’ (O’Brien 2012; Pelling 2011), by moving beyond the ‘conventional’ 

approach and its underpinning ideas and assumptions regarding the transport 

system and its central value associated with mobility.  

In relation to such broader conceptualizations of transport policy and 

planning, Lyons & Davidson (2016) sketch out a ‘regime-testing’ policy-making 

pathway, in which transport policy and planning put less reliance on cause-effect 

relationships, and more actively engage with future uncertainty and potentialities. 

In a ‘regime-testing’ pathway, “the nature of the world as we have known it is 

brought into question and vision pulls policy decisions” (Lyons & Davidson 

2016: 104). Thereby, the scope and agency of planning is opened up in a way 

which allows exploring broader sets of potential development trajectories. This 

also allows more active consideration of what constitutes preferrable and 

‘desirable’ transport futures (Gössling et al. 2018), in the light of future 

uncertainty and value differences in society. 

Over time, and in response to calls to consider broader environmental and 

social aspects of transport, additional policy and planning tools have been 

introduced to allow widened assessment of impacts. For example, environmental 

impact assessment is commonly applied in transport policy and planning (Balfors 

et al. 2018, Lundberg et al. 2020). In assessing overarching development 

directions for the transport system, target-oriented backcasting scenarios have 

become increasingly common (see for example Shiftan et al. 2003; Soria-Lara & 

Banister 2017; Tuominen et al. 2014), which provide wider possibilities to explore 

potential future relationships between travel and other aspects of societal 

organization (Lyons & Marsden 2019). Calls have also been made for 

communicative approaches aimed at achieving collaborative learning and 

strengthening intersubjective understandings of problems and possible solutions 

(see for example Timms 2008; Soria-Lara & Banister 2018).  
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1.1.2 Obstacles to transformative pathways 

While broader planning and policy approaches and tools have been introduced, 

critical transport policy literature have, both in an international and a Swedish 

context, pointed at obstacles for their wider application. It has been shown that 

transformation-oriented approaches and alternative policy and planning tools are 

mainly considered in parallel practices or handled as additions at the margin, but 

without dominant, ‘conventional’ policy and practice being significantly affected 

(Hultén 2012; Isaksson et al. 2017; Kębłowski & Bassens 2018; Lyons & Marsden 

2019; Pettersson 2014). The ‘conventional’ approach has, over time, become 

strongly institutionalized within the transport field and proven difficult to 

challenge (Driscoll 2014; Henriksson 2019; Kronsell et al. 2016; Lyons & 

Marsden 2019; Marsden & McDonald 2019; Marsden et al. 2020). Identified 

reasons behind the continued reproduction of the ‘conventional’ approach 

include a lack of sharp targets for long term transport planning (Finnveden & 

Åkerman 2014), fragmented institutional contexts (Hull 2008; Pettersson 2014), 

parallel and conflicting targets and agendas (Isaksson et al. 2017; Pettersson 

2014), dominant knowledge perspectives and professional expertise (Henriksson 

2014; Tennøy 2012), and an avoidance or lack of capacity to deal with essentially 

political choices that sustainability goals in transport requires (Isaksson 2020; 

Legacy 2015). While several types of obstacles to a transformation of transport 

policy and planning are well documented, there is less knowledge on how to 

successfully challenge the ‘conventional’ approach in order to achieve long-term 

sustainable development pathways. Research indicate that discursive changes at 

the policy level require subsequent changes also in planning practice (Hilding-

Rydevik et al. 2011; Marsden & Reardon 2017; Richardson 2001). 

This thesis builds on, and contributes to, critical policy studies on the influence 

of specific practices of policy and planning in the transport field. Previous studies 

attend to how power structures, discourses, knowledge perspectives and 

approaches constitute obstacles to the realization of policies and objectives for 

climate mitigation transformation pathways (Banister & Hickman 2013; Essebo 

2013; Hrelja 2019; Imran & Pearce 2015; Isaksson et al. 2017; Pettersson 2014; 

Richardson 2001; Richardson et al. 2010; Schwanen et al. 2011; Tennøy 2010; 

Thoresson 2011; Vigar 2017). In the Swedish context, studies have shed light 

over such aspects at mainly the local and regional levels of transport policy and 

planning (Hrelja 2015, 2019; Isaksson et al. 2017; Pettersson 2014), while there is 

a need for similar studies at the national level. 
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1.2 Aim and research questions 

The overall ambition of this thesis is to further the understanding of conditions 

for developing transport policy and planning in a transformative direction, in 

relation to the issue of climate mitigation. It focuses on how specific practices 

and knowledge perspectives influence how uncertain futures are addressed, and 

the scope and agency attributed to planning. While conditions for climate 

mitigation and transformation of the transport system form the main empirical 

theme of the thesis, it also addresses how practice and discourse influence 

physical planning of road and railway investments, and what characterizes the 

discursive framing of digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility in transport policy settings. 

The studies, both individually and taken together, contribute insights into 

conditions for transformation. 

More specifically, the aim of the thesis is to provide insights into how specific 

approaches and practices in transport policy and planning influence prospects for 

a transformation of the transport system in line with climate mitigation targets.  

The research is focused on the following questions: 

• Which practices and knowledge perspectives characterize the transport 

policy and planning processes studied? 

• How is future uncertainty approached and handled? 

• What scope and agency are attributed to planning? 

For several reasons, Swedish national transport policy and planning provide a 

relevant context to study. First, due to ambitious national climate mitigation 

objectives set out by parliament. Second, as Sweden has an established national 

long-term transport policy and planning framework. And third, due to current 

tensions regarding what should characterize future climate mitigation pathways. 

1.2.1 Scope and delimitations 

This thesis includes four papers, which investigate different situations of national 

policy and planning practices: organization of physical planning within a 

marketization discourse (Paper 1); an emerging discourse on digitalized, ‘smart’ 

accessibility in national transport policy (Paper 2); the influence of dominant 

assessment practices on long-term transport infrastructure investment planning 

(Paper 3); and, a broader understanding of the transport system and climate 

mitigation in national inter-agency collaboration (Paper 4).  

All studies regard Swedish, national transport policy and planning. Regional 

and municipal planning processes, as well as relations between national, regional, 

and municipal planning processes, are not studied. Where relevant, the studies 

are delimited to personal travel. The importance of goods transports for climate 

mitigation lies outside the limitations of the thesis.  
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1.3 Research approach 

In studying conditions for climate transformation, attention is given to specific 

policy and planning practices, and associated knowledge perspectives. I view 

‘policy’ and ‘planning’ as related and partly overlapping concepts. In this thesis, 

policy regards strategic orientations, propositions, and objectives, while planning 

is considered more closely related to preparing and implementing measures to 

meet such orientations and objectives (see Rodrigue 2020). Still, studied situations 

of policy and planning practices contain elements of both. To exemplify, a 

process of central influence in Swedish national transport policy and planning is 

national transport infrastructure investment planning. This process can be 

understood as an integrated policy and planning cycle. It includes policy elements 

by providing a long-term strategic orientation assessment and traffic demand 

forecast for the general development of the transport system, as well as elements 

of planning by subsequently resulting in an investment plan proposal (see Chapter 

2 for an extended description). While the former provides input to the 

government’s formulation of national transport policy, the latter operationalizes 

it. 

Methodologically, this thesis aligns with critical policy studies (Fischer et al. 

2015) with a social constructivist, poststructuralist perspective (see Chapter 3). 

This critical policy perspective is operationalized by a Foucauldian discursive 

approach which attends to both discourse and discursive practice. By the social 

constructivist perspective, it is acknowledged that knowledge is socially and 

intersubjectively constructed and sustained (Hajer & Versteeg 2005). Knowledge 

claims are therefore understood as perspectivist and related to specific social and 

historical contexts. Further, the perspectivism and contextual dependence of 

knowledge implies that constructing and sustaining specific intersubjective 

knowledge involves power relations (Alvesson & Deetz 2000). Poststructuralism 

provides a critical lens on the construction and reproduction of specific 

knowledge which has come to be taken for granted in a certain situation (Sharp 

& Richardson 2001). 

The Foucauldian approach to discourse acknowledges this intimate, reciprocal 

relationship between knowledge and power (Hajer 1995; Lövbrand & Stripple 

2015). The approach also points at a reciprocal relationship between discourse 

and ‘discursive practice’, where the latter relates to mechanisms, procedures and 

relations that produce ‘knowledge’ and what is stated in specific situations (Bacchi 

& Goodwin 2016). Discursive practices thereby both reflect and reproduce 

specific discourses and involve text and speech, but also institutionalized 

arrangements such as organizational structures, practices, and routines (Isaksson 

& Storbjörk 2012; Hajer 1995). Accordingly, discourse is in this thesis defined as 

“an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories through which meaning is given 
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to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and reproduced 

through an identifiable set of practices.” (Hajer & Versteeg 2005: 175)  

The interest in policy and planning practices and knowledge perspectives in 

the thesis is based on the preconception that how planning is understood and 

carried out – reflected in discourse and discursive practice – is of importance for 

which development directions, which policy and planning measures, and which 

knowledge perspectives that are considered and, in effect, how potentials for 

transformation are portrayed and made available for political and public 

discussion. Accordingly, studies of situated, specific discourses and discursive 

practices of transport policy and planning contribute to the understanding of 

conditions for climate mitigation transformation. Planning and policy are, in this 

thesis, understood to be played out in a field of contested knowledge and truth, 

in which practices and knowledge perspectives become a focus for conflict (see 

Sharp & Richardson 2001). These contestations – or tensions – are understood 

as involving how future uncertainty is approached in policy and planning, and 

which agency and scope that is attributed to planning. This, in turn, affect how 

potentialities of transforming the transport system are handled. 

Dominant discourses and discursive practices come with consequences. In line 

with a poststructuralist approach to critique, by illuminating conditions under 

which we think and act in the present (Dean 2010), an intention of the thesis is 

to shed light on the situated, contingent character of dominant approaches and 

practices in transport policy and planning, and thereby open up for reflection on 

how things may be done differently.  

1.4 Situating the thesis  

This section provides an overview of branches of transport planning research 

which are of relevance to the theme and methodological approach of this thesis. 

As the research field of transport planning is very extensive, studies within four 

themes have been selected. First, major conceptualizations of approaches to 

transport policy and planning are outlined. Second, points of critique on the 

‘conventional’ approach in relation to future uncertainty and potentials for 

transformation are presented. Third, commonly suggested alternative policy and 

planning practices are touched upon. Fourth, examples of critical studies 

concerned with specific practices, norms and knowledge perspectives are 

provided. 

1.4.1 Conceptualizations of transport policy and planning 

For several decades there has been a discussion in transport policy and planning 

research on the rationale and relevance of a dominant ‘conventional’ approach to 

transport planning centered around practices of forecasting future travel demand 
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and assessing the economic feasibility of measures by cost-benefit analysis 

(Owens 1995; Banister 2008). This branch of research problematizes prevalent 

understandings of the transport system and the rationale underpinning planning 

practices, which are considered to result in a passive, reactive approach to 

planning and the development of the transport system. One early example is 

Susan Owens (1995), who described a long dominant ‘predict-and-provide’ 

philosophy in transport policy and planning as “one in which demands are 

projected, equated with need and met by infrastructure provision at least in as far 

as the public purse will allow” (Owens 1995: 44). Owens raised concerns about 

the acceptability of the ‘predict-and-provide’ approach, the degree to which it was 

considered possible to influence the trends underpinning it, and what this implies 

for freedom of choice. In a similar way, David Banister (2008) captured how the 

dominant practice of a ‘conventional’ transport planning paradigm has been 

based on two central assumptions: that travel is a ‘derived demand’ where the 

benefit to society lies in reaching the target of the journey, and that travel time is 

a sacrifice, or cost, which should be minimized. These assumptions have formed 

a dominant understanding which focuses planning on decreasing congestion and 

shortening travel times, primarily through additional investment in infrastructure.  

In assessing future travel demand and the economic viability of investments, 

transport policy and planning has become closely aligned with the specific 

academic disciplines of transport engineering and transport economics, which 

both approach transport from essentially instrumental rationalist presumptions. 

In what has been termed a ‘neoclassical’ approach, traffic models of future travel 

demand, and cost-benefit analysis which assume rational individuals maximizing 

their utility when traveling, have been established as frequently used practices 

(Kębłowski & Bassens 2018; Næss 2006; Næss & Strand 2012). In Swedish 

national transport planning, travel demand modelling and cost-benefit analysis 

have been established as central practices (Lundin 2008; Hultén 2012).  

Furthermore, this approach to transport planning is based on an assumption 

that future travel demand can be predicted with a sufficient degree of accuracy. 

By extending historically identifiable trendlines into the future, the approach 

implies a level of determinism. Lyons & Davidson (2016) conceptualize this as 

resulting in a ‘regime-compliant’ policy-making pathway in transport planning. 

This ‘regime-compliant’ pathway is grounded in “an (implicit) reliance on the way 

of the world as we have known it, in relation to transport, continuing.” (Ibid.: 

113). According to this conceptualization, a “misplaced confidence in and 

reliance on historic cause-effect relationships and forward assumptions” (Lyons 

& Davidson 2016: 114) encourages a practice of concealing uncertainty and 

searching information to justify decisions. In this type of policy-making pathway, 
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a reliance on trends and avoiding engagement with uncertainty leaves little agency 

for planning (Lyons & Davidson 2016).  

As an alternative to the dominant ‘predict-and-provide’ rationale, Owens 

(1995) argued for a proactive ‘predict-and-prevent’ approach to transport 

planning, in which needs and demand for travel are actively explored and 

acknowledged as possible to influence. Banister (2008) outlines a related 

sustainability-oriented approach which acknowledges the possibility – and 

necessity – of planning for decreased travel demand, shifting to more sustainable 

modes of travel, land-use planning for shorter distances and encouraging more 

efficient use of the transport system. This conceptualization implies a shift in 

mindset from accessibility based on mobility towards a broader understanding of 

accessibility, which plays down the importance of capacity and travel time savings 

in favor of other possibilities and substitutes. Banister’s approach shows 

resemblance with the currently discussed term ‘transport efficiency’ in 

contemporary Swedish transport policy and planning, and the concept of ‘avoid, 

shift, improve’ (United Nations 2016) in international transport policy. 

Lyons & Davidson (2016) outline an alternative approach to policy-making in 

terms of addressing uncertainty and potential future development directions. 

With the term ‘regime-testing’ pathway they conceptualize an approach which, 

unlike ‘conventional’, ‘regime-compliant’ practice, acknowledges uncertainty as 

an opportunity for planning to proactively explore and contribute to shaping the 

future. In a ‘regime-testing’ policy-making pathway, “the nature of the world as 

we have known it is brought into question and vision pulls policy decisions” 

(Lyons & Davidson 2016: 104). Similar to Banister’s (2008) sustainability-oriented 

approach, this goes beyond the ‘conventional’ narrow focus on the value of 

mobility, to consider the societal value of accessibility in a broader sense, not only 

through physical mobility but also spatial proximity and digital connectivity. This 

broader understanding opens up to a stronger conception of planning agency. 

Unlike ‘regime-compliant’ confidence in forecasting, the broadened conception 

of planning agency encourages exposure to, and accommodation of, uncertainty, 

rather than concealing it. Based on an acknowledged need to accommodate 

unknowns in transport planning and decision making, information is sought to 

explore plausible development trajectories in order to guide, rather than justify, 

decisions. These guided decisions are underpinned by assessments of plausible 

trajectories, which supports “proactive policymaking that helps guard against 

policy failure through adaptability to unanticipated change” (Lyons & Davidson 

2016: 114).  

These theoretical conceptualizations provide important contributions to 

transport planning research by illuminating how dominant approaches, linked to 

specific practices and knowledge perspectives, are associated with certain 
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approaches to exploration and handling of uncertainty, as well as the assumed 

scope and agency of planning. I will relate to the conceptualizations of ‘regime-

compliant’ and ‘regime-testing’ policy-making pathways in the joint discussion of 

results (Chapter 5). 

1.4.2 Problematizations of the ‘conventional’ in relation to uncertainty 

and potentials for transformation 

The ‘conventional’ approach to transport planning, and its associated central 

practices of forecasting and cost-benefit-analysis, have attracted specific criticism 

regarding their relevance in exploring and handling future uncertainty, and in 

assessing potential transformative trajectories for the transport system. This 

criticism involves deterministic and conservative characteristics of the 

‘conventional’ approach. The ‘predict-and-provide’ approach risks functioning as 

a self-fulfilling prophecy (Börjeson et al. 2006) as forecasting not only predicts 

the future, but also contributes to its becoming a reality, in the sense that it is 

applied in policy and planning. Furthermore, the historical dependency of the 

forecasting demand models delimits which future deviations from trends that can 

be assessed, implying that they largely ignore changes in policy, such as 

sustainability visions and objectives (Dreborg 1996; Marsden & McDonald 2019). 

When historical developments and current assumptions about development 

preconditions are extended into the future, forecasts become conservative by 

nature, making it more difficult to break with undesired trends (Börjeson et al. 

2006). The very methodology underpinning forecasting marginalizes 

opportunities for significant change (Dreborg 1996). 

A related point of criticism involves rigidity. The complexity of the parameter 

relationships and the assumptions that underpin forecasting models restricts 

exploration of uncertainty in a practical sense. Changed assumptions introduce 

complicated questions on which parameters should be varied, and how. This 

results in an inability to reflect ongoing societal developments and visions 

(Marsden & McDonald 2019; Vigar 2017). The forecasting practices are 

inadequate in terms of capturing potential disruptive change as well as more 

subtle changes in behavior (Lyons & Marsden 2019). If the aim is to realize policy 

goals which are different to the ones specifically considered in the models, 

forecasting, with its restricted ability to incorporate uncertainty, is of limited 

relevance (Dreborg 1996; Hickman & Banister 2014).  

According to Marsden et al. (2020), an assumption that travel behavior is rigid 

is supported by the ‘conventional’ practices’ focus on aggregated, macro-level 

data. This aggregated focus conceals trends related to behavioral change, which 

only become visible when the data are disaggregated, and the categories and 
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stratifications used are broadened. According to the authors, there is a need to 

nuance this understanding of travel behavior. 

A specific line of critique has also focused on the ‘conventional’ practice of 

cost-benefit analysis. A foundational premise of cost-benefit analysis involves the 

possibility of measuring a broad range of long-term impacts in monetary terms 

and making trade-offs between monetized ‘costs’ and ‘benefits’ (Owens 1995). 

Cost-benefit-analysis has been criticized for not acknowledging the inherently 

political character of such assessments, and for resulting in simplified 

representations of environmental aspects (Næss 2006). This critique implies that 

cost-benefit analysis may not be an appropriate form of assessment in 

formulating policies with profound environmental implications, or policies 

involving aspects of uncertainty, risk and obligations to future generations (see 

Owens 1995; Owens & Cowell 2011; Næss 2006; Næss & Strand 2012). 

Taken together, the critique of the ‘conventional’ approach illuminates 

characteristics of rigidity, conservatism, and reductionism. The critique, 

furthermore, exemplifies how such policy and planning practice restricts 

exploration of issues involving future uncertainty and prospects for 

transformation. 

1.4.3 Scenarios, communicative approaches, and a focus on direction 

The deep uncertainties and challenges related to mitigation of climate emissions, 

and differing values regarding what is considered ‘desirable’ transport futures 

(Gössling et al. 2018), highlight the importance of adequate practices in terms of 

exploring and assessing possible future directions in long-term, strategic transport 

planning. A common normative recommendation in response to the conservative 

and rigid character of ‘conventional’ practices involves a shift from forecasting to 

explorative and target-oriented scenarios. Several studies explore the potential of 

trend-breaking backcasting scenarios (for example, Banister & Hickman 2013; 

Lyons & Davidson 2016; Shiftan et al. 2003; Soria-Lara & Banister 2017; 

Tuominen et al. 2014). While forecasting is confined to developments in society 

that the models can accommodate, scenarios provide increased room to explore 

potential future relationships between travel and other aspects of societal 

organization and social life (Lyons & Marsden 2019). Studies also consider 

planning practices which allow uncertainties and risks to be considered more 

broadly, for example by developing dynamic, adaptive policy pathways (Marchau 

et al. 2010), and strengthening the resilience, flexibility and robustness of plans 

(Herder et al. 2011). A number of research publications have explored long-term 

sustainable transport and climate mitigation pathways (for example Geurs & van 

Wee 2004; Hickman & Banister 2007; Åkerman & Höjer 2006). 
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Another normative recommendation involves opening up modelling 

assumptions and outputs for discussion by a broader set of actors (Vigar 2017). 

Timms (2008), for example, argues for a changed approach to modelling, where 

the models are not simply applied as foresight tools but also seen as ‘linguistic 

devices’ for communication. This allows deeper critical discussion on modelling 

output and on the assumptions underpinning the models. Such discussions may 

pave the way for broader consideration of alternative development directions. 

Others have indicated the importance of involving a broader set of actors in 

preparing forecasts and scenarios. ‘Collaborative backcasting’ is discussed as one 

such possibility in terms of broadening the group of actors and issues in transport 

planning, supporting collaborative learning, and strengthening an intersubjective 

understanding of problems and possible solutions (Soria-Lara & Banister 2018).  

There are also calls for rethinking how different kinds of expertise can best be 

utilized in policy and planning processes (Lyons & Marsden 2019; Vigar 2017), 

in relation to the character of the policy and planning issue at hand. 

Communicative processes can open up to novel perspectives, where phenomena 

are not necessarily represented in distinct numbers but in terms of qualified 

assessment of the direction and magnitude of effects (Tuominen et al. 2014). This 

may involve a shift from ‘mechanistic’ perspectives of ‘conventional’ transport 

planning towards an ‘intellectual’ approach which would allow more flexibility in 

addressing uncertainty and applying wider assessment practices (Lyons 2016).  

1.4.4 Critical transport studies of practices, norms and knowledge 

perspectives 

In a review of transport research on climate change, Schwanen et al. (2011) state 

that the literature has so far been dominated by positivist epistemology. They 

issue a call for social science research perspectives which provide a deeper 

understanding of climate mitigation and transformation as heterogeneous, 

situational social processes. They also advocate research methods and 

epistemological frameworks which allow for other types of research questions. 

Marsden & Reardon (2017) have identified blindness to issues such as power, 

politics and legitimacy in contemporary transport policy research, as well as an 

underrepresentation of qualitative studies. Much research on transportation is, it 

is claimed, based on a limited understanding of decision making. 

Within transport studies with a social science perspective, a branch of studies 

is concerned with conditions for transformation. These studies provide 

perspectives on obstacles to transformation, which involve institutional 

conditions, knowledge perspectives, discourse and practice, and how 

‘conventional’ practices have proved difficult to challenge (Henriksson 2019; 

Imran & Pearce 2015; Lyons & Marsden 2019; Marsden & McDonald 2019; 
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Norell Bergendahl 2016). Studies have concluded that broader perspectives on 

sustainability (Isaksson et al. 2017; Pettersson 2014), and alternative scenario 

practices which break with dominant trend-based forecasting (Lyons & Marsden 

2019), are mainly considered in parallel practices or handled as additions at the 

margin, without ‘conventional’ practices being challenged (Kębłowski & Bassens 

2018; for an example of Swedish national transport planning, see the historical 

overview by Hultén 2012). Environmental objectives tend to be marginalized as 

transport planning fails to provide alternative policy pathways consistent with 

environmental and climate policy (for Swedish examples, see Finnveden & 

Åkerman 2014; Pettersson 2014; Pettersson et al. 2020).  

Studies have provided rich empirical examples of the influence of dominant 

policy and planning practices, knowledge perspectives and discursive framings on 

transport policy and planning and potentials for transformation. For example, 

there are studies about path-dependency and inertia associated with dominant 

policy and planning practices and understandings (Lundin 2008; Richardson 

2001; Sørensen 2003). Shifts in policy have been claimed to require a 

corresponding re-evaluation of how practices and tools in knowledge production 

explore and represent conditions and problems (Marsden & Reardon 2017; 

Richardson 2001). Reframing of problems requires developed insights on how 

aspects such as professional perspectives and institutional settings shape 

conditions for considering broader knowledge perspectives, planning approaches 

and practices (Banister & Hickman 2013; Henriksson 2014; Norell Bergendahl 

2016; Odhage 2017; Rehnlund 2019; Tennøy 2010, 2012; Tornberg 2011; Vigar 

2017). To widen the boundaries of the ‘thinkable’ in transport planning, the 

dynamics of discourse, rationality and power should be taken into account 

(Flyvbjerg 1998; Hrelja et al. 2013; Hrelja 2019; Pettersson et al. 2020, see also 

Essebo 2013). Accordingly, previous research also points at the importance of 

critically exploring how current practices and knowledge perspectives both 

reproduce and legitimize specific interpretations which ultimately dominate 

transport policy and planning (Thoresson 2011; Pettersson 2014), in order to 

improve conditions for transformation. 

1.5 Disposition 

Following this introduction, Chapter 2 provides an overview of the Swedish 

national transport policy and planning context in which the papers for this thesis 

are embedded. The chapter describes overarching political objectives for the 

development of the transport system and outlines the national transport policy 

and planning framework. Chapter 3 describes the poststructuralist 

methodological and analytical framework, the applied Foucauldian approach to 
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discourse analysis, as well as the methods, empirical material and approach to 

interpretation used. Chapter 4 summarizes the papers and presents the individual 

theoretical frameworks for each paper. Finally, Chapter 5 provides a concluding 

discussion, guided by the aim and research questions of the thesis. 
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2 The Swedish policy and planning context 

This chapter gives an overview of the Swedish national transport policy and 

planning context, in which the thesis is situated. The chapter covers, first, 

overarching national political objectives guiding developments in the transport 

system, and second, important aspects of the organization and framework of 

national transport policy and planning. 

2.1 National transport and climate mitigation objectives  

The overarching transport policy objective, adopted by the Swedish parliament, 

is to “ensure the economically efficient and sustainable provision of transport 

services for people and business throughout the country” (Government bill 

2008/09:93; Transport Analysis 2017, 2020). The overarching objective is 

complemented by two secondary objectives related to the function of, and 

aspects to consider in, the transport system. The ‘functional’ objective states that 

the design, function, and usage of the transport system should contribute to a 

basic and equal accessibility for everyone and in a gender equal way, and 

contribute to development in all parts of the nation. The ‘consideration’ objective 

states that the transport system should be conditioned so that no one is fatally or 

seriously injured, and so that it contributes to environmental objectives and 

improved health (Government bill 2008/09:93; Transport Analysis 2017, 2020).  

In relation to this thesis, two aspects of the political objectives for transport 

are of special interest. First, the fact that economic efficiency is, in itself, part of 

the overarching objective. This is reflected in transport assessment practices, in 

terms of economic costs and benefits, which has become influential in Swedish 

‘conventional’ transport policy and planning (see for example Thoresson 2011; 

Hultén 2012). Secondly, the two ‘functional’ and ‘consideration’ objectives for 

the development of the transport system have resulted in a tension and goal 

conflict in transport policy and planning over how they are balanced. For 

example, government instructions and propositions guiding national long-term 

transport policy and planning have contained conflicting statements regarding the 

balancing of the objectives, also within one and the same document. While it is 

stated in some paragraphs that the ‘functional’ and ‘consideration’ objectives are 

of equal importance, it is expressed in other paragraphs that the ‘functional’ 

objective should mainly develop within the boundaries of the ‘consideration’ 

objective (see for example Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation 2015; 

Government bill 2016/17:21). The Climate Policy Council (2019) appointed by 

the government, as well as public agencies (Swedish Energy Agency 2017, 2020), 
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have highlighted the fact that this ambiguity in national policy objectives is a 

hurdle to a sustainable transformation. In the budget proposal for 2020, the 

government expressed that achieving the climate objectives “requires the 

functional objective to develop essentially within the boundaries of the 

consideration objective”, but with the additional clarification that not every 

measure in the transport system needs to contribute to the climate objective 

(Government bill 2019/20:1, pp. 24-25). The clarification by the government has 

not yet settled the issue. There is continued disagreement regarding whether the 

clarification specifically covers national transport infrastructure planning, or 

whether there should be a specific additional clarification which directly addresses 

and guides how the Swedish Transport Administration (STA) should balance the 

objectives (see Swedish Energy Agency 2020). 

According to the climate law (SFS 2017:720), introduced in 2018, and the 

accompanying climate political framework (The Parliamentary Committee for 

Environment and Agriculture 2016), domestic greenhouse gas emissions from 

the transport sector, excluding air traffic, should decrease by 70 percent by 2030, 

compared to 2010. In 2045, there should be no net emissions. In the period 2010-

2019, emissions decreased by 22 percent, and the Swedish Transport 

Administration has assessed that emissions are expected to decrease by up to 40 

percent by 2030, given current development trends and policy. In order to reach 

the objective of a 70-percent reduction, the annual reduction has to triple in the 

2020s compared to the previous decade, corresponding to a yearly decrease of 

eight percent (STA 2020a).  

In interpreting what the climate mitigation objectives mean for the 

development of the transport system, several strategic plans, public investigations 

and government decisions (see for example Climate Policy Council 2019; 

Government bill 2016/17:21, 2019/20:65; SEA 2017, 2020; STA 2014, 2015a, 

2016a, 2020e; The Fossil-Free Vehicle Traffic Inquiry 2013) have emphasized the 

importance of working in parallel on measures in three categories: increased 

vehicle energy efficiency, fossil-free fuels, and a more ‘transport efficient society’. 

While there is no unitary definition of ‘transport efficiency’, the term generally 

captures aspects of integrated planning of transport infrastructure and land-use 

to strengthen proximity, utilization of digital solutions to provide accessibility in 

ways which doesn’t necessitate travel, increased utilization of vehicle capacity and 

pooling of passengers and goods, and shifting journeys from car travel to walking, 

cycling and public transport (see for example The Fossil-Free Vehicle Traffic 

Inquiry 2013; SEA 2017; STA 2020e).  

While the need to work with a broad set of measures is acknowledged in 

principle, ‘transport efficiency’ measures have become a conflictual issue in 

operationalizing policy and planning at the national level. Several national 
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strategies and policy recommendations (see for example Swedish Climate Policy 

Council 2019; SEA 2017, 2020) state that realistic pathways towards climate 

mitigation need to consider measures to increase ‘transport efficiency’ and 

thereby actively influence future travel demand by a broad set of measures. In 

parallel, the potential of such measures is generally disregarded in ‘conventional’ 

traffic demand forecasts, future development orientations and transport 

infrastructure investment plans prepared by the STA (see for example 2015a, 

2020b, 2020f). In those processes, ‘transport efficiency’ measures are claimed to 

carry no significant potentials to impact travel demand or emission levels within 

the time available to achieve the climate mitigation targets, except for economic 

policy measures. Rather, assumptions regarding improved vehicle technology, 

utilization of biofuels and electrification are, in long-term travel demand forecasts 

applied in national transport planning, argued to mitigate climate emissions in 

ways which allow continued traffic growth (see for example STA 2015a, 2020b, 

2020f). Two quotes from public agency publications illustrate this tension. In 

response to a government commission, The Swedish Transport Administration 

stated that “the likelihood is very small of achieving large decreases in road traffic 

by improved alternatives, physical planning, parking charges, changed travel-

related tax deductions, and similar measures, especially by 2030.” (STA 2020b:27) 

In parallel, six agencies including the STA “conclude that the development needs 

to accelerate within all three areas … in order to reach the 2030-objective. It is 

especially important to strengthen movement towards achieving a more transport 

efficient society.” (SEA 2020: 55). While the agencies jointly assess that effects 

will be modest until 2030, they are deemed necessary to reach the 2045 target of 

no net emissions (SEA 2020: 5), and that combinations of measures can result in 

greater effects than measures implemented individually.  

2.2 The fragmented organization of national transport policy 
and planning  

This section provides an overview of the general organizational and planning 

framework for the Swedish national transport field.  

2.2.1 National agencies within transport 

The Swedish Transport Administration is responsible for long-term planning of 

national road, rail, sea and air infrastructure, and has the responsibility for 

constructing, operating and maintaining national roads and railways. This multi-

modal transport administration was formed in 2010, when responsibilities were 

moved from previously separate road and rail administrations. At the same time, 

the agency Transport Analysis was formed, with a mandate to monitor and 

evaluate transport policy and planning. A few years prior to this, the Swedish 
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Transport Agency (not to be confused with the STA – the Swedish Transport 

Administration) had been assigned a comprehensive responsibility for legislative 

regulations and regulatory surveillance (Government bill 2009/10:59).  

During the preceding decades, tasks which had previously been carried out by 

the administrations themselves had been separated from the transport 

infrastructure administrations. Previous in-house tasks regarding planning, 

projecting, construction, and maintenance of infrastructure had first been turned 

into public corporations and was subsequently privatized. In line with 

perspectives outlined in a public investigation preceding the formation of the new 

STA (The Transport Administration Inquiry 2009), the management of the new 

STA continued this trajectory towards marketization and carried out a far-

reaching strategic re-orientation towards becoming a ‘Pure purchaser’ 

organization. This strategy was aimed at establishing a clear and uniform client-

contractor division in order to strengthening markets for physical planning, 

projecting and construction of transport infrastructure. With reference to the 

‘Pure purchaser’ strategy, it was stated that STA project organizations for 

transport infrastructure investments should mainly house competence in 

procurement and project management, while the specific competence of carrying 

out the actual work tasks would reside with market actors (STA 2015b; Ek 

Österberg 2016).  

2.2.2 National long-term transport investment planning 

Sweden has a tradition of developing national long-term transport infrastructure 

investment plans, which dates back to the 1950s (Hultén 2012). Since 2010, 

previous separate investment plans for roads and railways have been merged into 

a comprehensive, multi-modal national plan with a 12-year perspective, which is 

usually revised every four years.   

National transport infrastructure planning consists of two parts: long-term, 

strategic infrastructure investment planning; and physical planning of individual 

measures. Long-term investment planning, with the most recent one carried out 

between 2015 and 2017 and resulting in an investment plan for the period 2018-

2029, consist of two phases. First, a process of assessing the current state of the 

transport system and proposing a comprehensive strategic development direction 

grounded in political objectives and instructions, which results in a so-called 

‘strategic orientation assessment’. Secondly, an investment plan proposal where 

measures are prioritized, and resources distributed, according to a spending frame 

and planning instruction set by the government (STA 2015a, 2017). Within this 

process, the forecasted so called national ‘base prognosis’ of future travel demand 

is a central practice in assessing the future development direction, as well as 

individual investments. Planning of individual infrastructure measures should 
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normally be based on a so called ‘strategic choice of measures study’ (Tornberg 

& Odhage 2018), in which affected national, regional and municipal actors 

collaboratively investigate different solutions to an identified problem or 

deficiency in the transport system. Measures should be investigated according to 

the so called ‘four step principle’. This stipulates that possible solutions which 

aim to influence travel demand (step 1), improve how the current infrastructure 

is used (step 2), and smaller capacity improvements (step 3), should be considered 

before larger potential investments are proposed (step 4). If the study results in 

relevant solutions, and suggested measures are granted funding, physical planning 

and design of the investment in so-called road and railway plans can be initiated. 

As soon as the physical plan has legal approval, construction can begin 

(Government bill 2011/12:118).  

In assessing suggested measures, the STA applies what it terms a 

‘comprehensive impact assessment’, and – in situations where it is demanded by 

law – an environmental impact assessment. The comprehensive impact 

assessment includes a quantitative cost-benefit analysis, a qualitative assessment 

of impacts on transport policy objectives, and a qualitative assessment of 

distribution effects (STA 2020d). For the cost-benefit analysis, the traffic demand 

forecast is central to the result, as the valuation of the investment is related to 

expected future travel demand (STA 2018, 2020c, 2020d).  

Parliament has, since 2012, come to specify criteria for the long-term traffic 

demand forecast which the STA produce, and which form the basis for assessing 

and dimensioning infrastructure investments. Most importantly, this specification 

is limited to producing only one forecast, and this forecast should only take into 

consideration policies which have already been decided, not potential future 

policy changes affecting the transport system. Equally, uncertainty should be 

handled through sensitivity analyses of certain variables in the forecast, rather 

than by presenting additional futures scenarios (Government bill 2012/13:25). 

On the other hand, in recent years the government has also instructed the STA 

to prepare alternative forecasts and development directions which consider 

additional policy measures which cost-efficiently contribute to decreased climate 

emissions (Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation 2015), and scenarios of how 

transport policy to fulfil climate mitigation objectives could affect future traffic 

volumes (Ministry of Infrastructure 2019).  

The national travel demand forecast exerts significant influence also over 

municipal and regional planning, as the STA in commenting on land-use 

proposals ensures that plans regarding, for example, urban development do not 

conflict with forecasted future traffic volumes on national infrastructure. 
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2.2.3 The establishment of a ‘conventional’ planning approach 

Today’s transport and infrastructure planning has its roots in the 1950s. The 

development of automobility was perceived as autonomous and inevitable. A key 

task for public planning became to provide room for expanding traffic volumes, 

for which new technical road planning expertise was established (Lundin 2008), 

characterized by technical and economic discourse. Transport planning was 

portrayed as a strict problem-solving process grounded in analytical methods and 

providing objective facts. Traffic demand forecasts and cost-benefit analyses 

were established as central assessment practices (Hultén 2012), by which 

designing, dimensioning and prioritizing transport investments were understood 

mainly as problems of economic optimization. The forecasts and planning norms 

that were developed mirrored a general viewpoint that automobility demand 

could only develop in one direction and legitimized a depoliticization of transport 

planning. No alternative development directions were considered. Single 

forecasts of the expected growth in traffic demand were constructed, and these 

regularly greatly overestimated the actual developments (Lundin 2008).  

The knowledge perspective underpinning assessment practices, and especially 

claims that cost benefit analysis is value neutral, has become an issue of recurring 

criticism. The application of cost-benefit analysis has not been challenged, but 

calls have been made for complementary assessments which capture broader 

qualitative aspects of the transport system and its impacts. Hultén (2012) 

describes the development as successive layering of perspectives and planning 

instruments. Criticism has not led to established instruments being challenged, 

but complementary instruments have been added (see also Isaksson et al. 2017).  

Prognoses and instruments for calculation became conditional for the 

development of the planning system in the sense that they shaped the 

understanding of what transport planning is and how problems are defined 

(Hultén 2012). The fact that these practices still are central to transport planning, 

while other practices are described as complementary, points to a strong path 

dependency. In a study of cost-benefit analyses in Swedish regional transport 

planning, Thoresson (2011: 232) concludes that “the method tends to have a 

constitutive role in relation to the objective it purports to measure at the same 

time as the basic ontological concepts and assumptions are being black-boxed 

outside the domain of expertise.”  

2.2.4 Fragmented responsibilities and restricted planning mandates 

Current organization and division of responsibilities within the national transport 

field means that no single government agency is assigned comprehensive 

responsibility for developing the transport system or for achieving climate 

mitigation objectives. The formation of the STA in 2010 came with changes to 
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the tasks and planning mandate compared to the previous road and rail 

administrations. The STA describes its responsibility as mainly delimited to 

planning of national transport infrastructure, and constructing, operating and 

maintaining national roads and railways (see, for example, STA 2015a). Through 

so-called ‘sector responsibility’, the previous rail and road administrations had a 

broad mandate and instructions to support activities contributing to fulfilling 

political transport objectives, for example on traffic safety and the environment, 

in collaboration with other national agencies, regions and municipalities. Beyond 

planning and managing infrastructure, ‘sector responsibility’ empowered the 

administrations to inform, disseminate knowledge, and coordinate activities of 

various actors. The Transport Administration Inquiry (2008) preceding the 

formation of the STA had viewed ‘sector responsibility’ as problematic. The 

investigator was of the opinion that it was too broad, vaguely defined and 

insufficiently evaluated. According to the investigator, the administrations had 

ultimately pursued a kind of advocacy of a political character, which was not 

deemed in line with the administrative role. Instead, it was suggested that more 

specific and time-limited government commissions be allocated in cases where 

the political direction required broader administrative discretion. Previous 

research has noted that the government has allocated few tasks of this nature 

(Johansson et al. 2018), and that this type of work within the sector has become 

less comprehensive. The mandate of the STA has therefore become delimited 

more towards infrastructure provision, compared to the previous broader 

perspective. In 2016 however, the STA was given a comprehensive responsibility 

for coordinating traffic-safety issues, with the aim of fulfilling the so called ‘vision 

zero’ in terms of fatalities and serious injuries in the transport system (Ministry 

of Enterprise and Innovation 2016). In 2019, the STA was also commissioned to 

carry out information and knowledge dissemination measures aimed at 

contributing to the climate mitigation objectives (Ministry of Enterprise and 

Innovation 2019). Nevertheless, the climate mitigation commission provides a 

narrower mandate than the commission on traffic safety.  

Limitations to the STA mandate also include the types of infrastructure 

measures the administration can fund. Application of the ‘four step principle’ is 

weakened by government ordinances which do not allow the STA to fund 

measures involving other actors’ infrastructure, such as minor capacity improving 

measures on municipal roads, even in situations where assessments consider 

them to be efficient solutions to problems in the national transport infrastructure. 

This limitation risks strengthening the focus on capacity-increasing solutions in 

national infrastructure, while other possible measures are marginalized (see 

Johansson et al. 2018).  
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2.2.5 Parallel negotiations and forms of collaboration 

Parallel to formal infrastructure investment planning, the government develops 

transport policy through other channels: public investigations, commissions to 

public agencies, and establishing inter-agency collaboration and coordination. 

Some investigations are limited to one specific issue or policy measure. Other 

investigations have been instructed to develop broad strategies to achieve a 

transformation in line with climate objectives. The Fossil-Free Vehicle Traffic 

Inquiry, which was finalized in 2013, addressed the need for measures involving 

vehicle efficiency, renewable fuels and a ‘transport efficient’ society. In the 

Strategic plan for a transformation of the transport sector towards becoming 

fossil-free, the Swedish Energy Agency (2017, 2020), in collaboration with five 

other public agencies in the energy, planning and transport sectors, suggested 

measures aimed at increasing the pace of climate mitigation. The government has 

also established specific coordination and collaboration initiatives which bring 

together actors representing business, national government and research interests 

regarding technological development, digitalization and new mobility solutions, 

for example within the strategic innovation program Drive Sweden (2020). 

Within these constellations, several scenarios and future visions have been 

developed. In this way, several policy initiatives aimed at developing the transport 

system and climate mitigation are pursued outside the established national 

transport planning framework.  

Prioritization and funding of national transport infrastructure measures are, in 

addition to the formal national transport infrastructure investment planning 

process, recurrently decided through political pragmatism and negotiations 

(Hultén 2012) between levels of government (see, for example, Isaksson 2001; 

Ronnle 2019). In recent years, negotiations have included metro extensions and 

other rail investments in Stockholm and a potential high-speed rail network in 

southern Sweden. Such negotiations, however, are beyond the scope of this 

thesis. 
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3 Methodology and analytical framework 

The first three sections in this chapter outlines the poststructuralist 

methodological approach and the Foucauldian discourse-analytical perspective 

applied in the thesis. Thereafter, the empirical material, consisting of documents 

and qualitative interviews, is described. This is followed by a description of the 

interpretive analytical approach used, including an account of the research 

process. The chapter concludes with a description of measures taken to 

strengthen rigor and trustworthiness of the research.  

3.1 A poststructuralist methodological approach 

Methodologically, this thesis aligns with critical policy studies (Fischer et al. 2015), 

and approaches transport policy and planning from a social constructivist and 

poststructuralist perspective. Although it has become something of a platitude to 

characterize phenomena as socially constructed (Hajer 1995), transport research 

is a field of practice where acknowledgement of this knowledge perspective 

cannot be taken for granted. Transport planning practice and research are 

dominated by a positivist epistemology (Schwanen et al. 2011). A social 

constructivist perspective rejects essentialist claims of a univocal, ‘true’ 

knowledge independent of social interaction. Consequently, the focus is directed 

towards the communicative processes in which knowledge is exchanged and 

meaningful understandings are shaped (Hajer & Versteeg 2005). Knowledge is 

basically intersubjective, and this intersubjectivity precedes every subjectivity or 

objectivity. The dependency on social interaction implies a perspectivist 

understanding of knowledge: claims about knowledge relate to specific social, 

historical and linguistic contexts, and these contexts involve power relations. 

(Alvesson & Deetz 2000). Building on the acknowledgement of the social 

character of knowledge production, poststructuralism applies a critical lens to 

knowledge which has come to be taken for granted in a certain situation. A 

poststructuralist analysis considers the historical and cultural dependency of 

knowledge, the importance of social processes in sustaining knowledge, and 

understands knowledge and practice as a relation of reciprocal interchange (Sharp 

& Richardson 2001).  

Poststructuralism is not a single theory, but a research approach that directs 

attention to the heterogeneity of practices, and in particular knowledge practices, 

which shape or make that which is taken for granted. The emphasis on plurality 

of practices follows from the anti-essentialist insight that realities are contingent, 

and therefore open to challenge and change (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016). It 



24 | Chapter 3 

becomes important to illuminate the logic of the situation or phenomenon under 

investigation: the historical, cultural, and political context in which a specific 

understanding of what is taken as ‘true’ emerges (Hajer & Versteeg 2005). 

Attention is directed to process: how ‘things’ have come to be and continue to 

be done or made. ‘Things’ are not ‘natural’, single, fixed or discrete, but their 

emergence and continuation involve politics, understood as heterogeneous 

strategic relationships and practices. Phenomena, according to this view, are the 

result of combinations of diverse elements and relations. This diversity may be 

coordinated and arranged to appear convergent. In studying phenomena, a 

central interest regards examining the implicit assumptions on which specific 

understandings rely (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016). 

3.2 A Foucauldian discourse-analytical perspective 

To operationalize the poststructuralist approach in investigating transport policy 

and planning practice and conditions for transformation, a Foucauldian discourse 

analysis approach, which considers both discourse and ‘discursive practice’, is 

applied. Discourse analysis is not a coherent method, but captures a broad set of 

approaches, or methodological orientations (Genus 2016; Sharp & Richardson 

2011; Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999). It does not provide an overarching 

social theory or strict methodology but provides a set of concepts which can be 

applied in order to broaden what is possible to think and criticize (Lövbrand & 

Stripple 2015). Nevertheless, from the concept of discourse follows certain 

perspectives, approaches and methodological points of reference, grounded in 

ontological and epistemological assumptions about the role of language in 

constructing social phenomena. In discourse analysis, theory and method are 

closely intertwined (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 1999).  

Discourse analysis has traditionally focused attention on language, and 

linguistic expressions and statements, which shape joint understandings of 

objects and phenomena. These understandings are not universal, pre-defined or 

fixed, but develop in specific social contexts. Therefore, other interpretations are 

always possible (Alvesson & Deetz 2000). Discourse analysis is thus concerned 

with how a certain understanding, at a given point in time, becomes dominant 

and gains authority, while other understandings become marginalized (Hajer 

1995). Discourse analysis can make this reproduction and marginalization visible. 

According to Hajer (1995), specific attention should be given to how seemingly 

technical, objective and neutral positions conceal normative assumptions, and 

how these positions are based on specific categories and institutional orderings.  

In a discursive understanding of the world, with the insight that ideas about 

reality are discursively produced, it becomes evident that discourse should also 
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be seen as an expression of power (Foucault 1978). Foucault rejected earlier 

conceptions of power as repressive, negative and hierarchical (ibid.). He stated 

that power has a productive character by shaping knowledge through discourse: 

“It needs to be considered as a productive network which runs through the whole 

social body, much more than as a negative instance whose function is repression.” 

(Gordon 1980) While the rejection of previous conceptions is ontological, it also 

implied an epistemological reorientation with consequences for how power can 

be studied. Foucault’s perspective on power is closely intertwined with ‘truth’ and 

relates to how discursive understandings emerge and are sustained. In every 

society there is a ‘truth regime’: the discursively produced meanings and 

categorizations that also shapes a differentiation between ‘true’ and ‘false’, 

‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ statements, and the procedures which are given 

precedence in formulating ‘true’, ‘rational’ statements (Gordon 1980). Truth 

regimes establish and sustain specific societal understandings which are taken as 

self-evident. In an analysis based on Foucault’s conceptualizations of discourse, 

power and knowledge are therefore fundamentally intertwined. 

Foucault’s writings on discourse also attend to what is termed ‘discursive 

practice’, or ‘dispositif’. This regards mechanisms, procedures and relations which 

produce ‘knowledge’ and what is said (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016). The reciprocal 

relationship between power and knowledge is constantly being shaped and 

reshaped through a wide array of discursive practices, such as text and speech, 

but also institutionalized arrangements that reflect, sustain, and reproduce 

discourse, such as organizational structures, practices, and routines (Isaksson & 

Storbjörk 2012; Hajer 1995). Hajer & Versteeg specifically point to the power 

associated with construction of knowledge, for example in planning processes: 

“Creating a joint understanding of the world, developing knowledge following 

particular conceptual guidelines is power.” (Hajer & Versteeg 2005: 181) The 

conception of discursive practice is of central importance in this thesis, as it 

provides an approach which focuses the influence and conditioning aspects of 

specific policy and planning practices. In this thesis, discourse is accordingly 

understood as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts and categories through which 

meaning is given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and 

reproduced through an identifiable set of practices.” (Hajer & Versteeg 2005: 

175). 

Studying discursive practices helps develop opportunities for articulating the 

‘unspeakable’ and thinking the ‘unthinkable’. The focal point for analysis 

becomes the “most immediate, the most local power relations at work” (Bacchi 

& Goodwin 2016). For Foucault, power is “exercised from innumerable points, 

in the interplay of nonegalitarian and mobile relations”, and involves “ceaseless 

struggles and confrontations” (Foucault 1978: 92-93). This approach to power 
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highlights both the possibility and complexity of challenge and change, while it 

also draws attention to the influence of practices in defining the scope of what is 

perceived as possible (Bacchi & Goodwin 2016). The study of discursive practices 

supports a methodological ambition of the thesis to enable reflection on how 

things may be done differently. 

3.3 Investigating the conditions for thinking and acting 

The very perspective of poststructuralism and discourse in a Foucauldian sense 

implies a specific critical approach to the study of social phenomena. Given that 

objects and phenomena are not considered to appear naturally, the research focus 

is directed towards the historically and socially dependent practices which 

produce these objects and phenomena. Rather than aiming at ‘grand theorizing’ 

or relating to ‘universal’ value positions, poststructuralist critique is situated in a 

specific historical context (Lövbrand & Stripple 2015). Accordingly, the critique 

does not aim to make generalizable conclusions, but contribute to a broader 

understanding of why specific discourses are accepted in a specific context while 

other understandings are marginalized, and conditions which support this (Hajer 

& Versteeg 2005).  

Dean has described critique grounded in a Foucauldian perspective on 

power/knowledge as a way to “gain clarity about the conditions under which we 

think and act in the present” (Dean 2010: 48). Problematizing thinking and 

practices which are taken for granted opens up for doing things differently. In 

this sense, critique is not about explaining why things happen, but how (Lövbrand 

& Stripple 2015). According to Foucault, change based on established ways of 

thinking, which only slightly adapts though to the current situation, will result in 

no more than shallow modification (Kritzman 1990). In this way, critical research 

problematizes the evident and suggests that the future does not necessarily have 

to reproduce the existing state of things. The critique directs research interest not 

only towards the actuality of things, but also their potentiality (Alvesson & Deetz 

2000: 189). This kind of critique, which involves analyzing the conditions under 

which we think and act in order to support a discussion on how things could be 

done otherwise, provides a central methodological rationale for this thesis. It is 

also in line with the aim to further the understanding of conditions for developing 

transport policy planning in a transformative direction, in relation to the issue of 

climate mitigation. 

3.3.1 Approach to theory 

Theory is, in this thesis, understood as a way of focusing thinking and making 

visible certain aspects of phenomena under investigation. This differs from an 

understanding of theory as an abstract mirroring of phenomena (see Alvesson & 
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Deetz 2000). The choice of specific theories to apply in the studies included in 

the thesis was part of an explorative, abductive research approach. In other 

words, the choice of theories was the result of an ongoing exchange between the 

empirical material, previous research, and continuous interpretations (see Section 

3.5 on interpretation).    

Alvesson & Deetz (2000) point at three functions of theory. First, theory 

directs our attention and helps us to see important aspects. In relation to a 

poststructuralist critique, theory helps “to free human choice from power-based 

‘realism’, that is, from the alleged ‘objectivity’ of dominant conventions.” 

(Alvesson & Deetz 2000: 50, my translation) Secondly, theory places observations 

within a meaningful pattern. Thirdly, as applying theory is a choice, theorization 

is unavoidably value laden. The choice of theories to apply should be judged on 

the basis of the problem at hand, and the assistance they provide in thinking 

about the current situation in ways that support a desirable future (Alvesson & 

Deetz 2000). 

In approaching research from a poststructuralist and discursive point of view, 

there is a thin line between methodology and theory, in the sense that the 

methodological perspective itself directs attention in a specific way. A 

poststructuralist approach implies specific ways of ‘seeing’ and studying a 

phenomenon. For example, Foucault (1978) describes his conception of power 

not as a theory, but as a method, a way of studying expressions and forms of 

power and its effects. In this thesis, two papers apply more specific theoretical 

conceptualizations in terms of ‘modes of governance’ (Paper 1) and 

‘transformative capacity’ (Paper 4). The other papers apply broader discursive 

approaches which bring with them theoretical implications, and thereby 

effectively provide a theoretical viewpoint.  

3.4 Empirical material 

The empirical material for this thesis consists of document studies and qualitative 

interviews. An overview of the empirical material and theoretical-analytical 

frameworks in the four papers is provided in Table 1. They are further expanded 

on in the paper summaries in Chapter 4. 
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Table 1. Overview of empirical materials and applied theoretical-analytical frameworks. 

Study Empirical material Theoretical-analytical framework 

Paper 1  Document studies 

Documentation of physical planning processes 

Organizational and legislative documentation 

(policies, routines, investigations, guidelines) 

 

Interviews 

In-depth individual and group interviews 

involving 48 practitioners 

Ideal types of ‘modes of 

governance’ (Powell 1990) 

Paper 2 Document studies 

A selection of national transport strategies, 

public reports, white papers and meeting 

minutes from collaborative settings 

Discursive approach focusing on 

‘discursive storylines’ (Hajer 1995; 

Vigar 2002)  

Paper 3  Document studies 

Government policy (planning instructions, 

Parliament bill, agency comments on plan) 

Plan documents and appendixes  

 

Interviews 

In-depth interviews with four practitioners 

Discursive approach focusing on 

tensions associated with discursive 

practices and knowledge 

perspectives, inspired by 

Richardson (2001), Sharp & 

Richardson (2001). 

 

Paper 4 Document studies 

Government policy (planning instruction) 

Plan documents and appendixes 

Seminar presentation of the strategy (video) 

 

Interviews 

In-depth interviews with nine practitioners 

Characteristics of ‘transformative 

capacity’ (Hölscher 2019) 

 

3.4.1 ‘Remnant’ and ‘narrative’ sources 

The empirical material was treated as both ‘remnant’ and ‘narrative’ sources. 

Alvesson & Sköldberg (2009) describe remnants as signs of something that has 

happened, while narrative sources state something about that event. Accordingly, 

in the present work, remnants are understood as accounts of processes and events 

of a descriptive character, such as the general organization and chronology of a 

process under investigation. Remnants are useful in organizing and sorting the 

empirical material and identifying ‘events’ or ‘key situations’ of interest for 

analysis but are not themselves a direct concern in terms of analytical 

interpretation. By providing a contextual overview of the phenomena under 

investigation, and reference points to which analytical interpretations relate, I 

consider ‘remnants’ instrumental to strengthening the rigor and trustworthiness 

of the studies. The documents and interviews are, simultaneously, narrative 

sources which provide specific perspectives and statements on the studied 
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processes and ‘events’. There is a thin line, and significant overlap, between 

remnant and narrative sources, and many segments of text can be read as both a 

remnant and a narrative. The empirical material has, therefore, provided both 

reference points for the analysis in the form of ‘remnants’, and ‘narrative’ 

statements for analytical interpretation.  

3.4.2 Document studies 

Documents related to the phenomena under investigation constituted a major 

source of empirical material. Transport planning, like planning in general, is well 

suited to document studies, as the legislative processes of planning demands 

intensive text production and documentation.  

In the study of physical planning within the STA (Paper 1), documents consisted 

of a public investigation and legislative bill laying out the revised legislation 

studied; a public investigation preceding the establishment of the STA; internal 

STA documents and routines regarding the marketization strategy known as the 

‘Pure purchaser’ strategy, organization of physical planning, project management 

and procurement, and planning guidelines; and documentation of approximately 

20 individual planning processes. The STA granted me access to the STA project-

management database, which provided project documentation such as 

procurement contracts and minutes from project meetings. 

The analysis of the emerging discourse on digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility within 

Swedish transport policy (Paper 2) covered 13 documents published in the years 

2015-2018 and developed at the national policy level. The documents ranged 

from public investigations, strategies and the national infrastructure investment 

plan to roadmaps/white papers and meeting minutes from a government-

initiated policy-discussion arena. While some of the documents focused on 

digitalization and ‘smart’ accessibility, other discussed the topic more 

peripherally, in relation to other subjects such as circular economy, autonomous 

vehicles or transport infrastructure planning. The range of documents aimed to 

provide a representative selection of documented discussions at the time. 

The documents studied for the paper on the national investment plan for transport 

infrastructure 2018-2029 (Paper 3) consisted of the published planning 

documentation, including background reports and appendices. Studied 

documents also included the parliamentary infrastructure bill, and government 

planning instructions, as well as official comments by other key public agencies 

on the plan proposal.  

Paper 4, on the inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the transport 

system made use of published planning documentation, including background 

reports and appendices, and the government instruction to carry out the work. A 

videorecording of the presentation of the strategy, published by the Swedish 



30 | Chapter 3 

government offices, in which the project managers from the Swedish Energy 

Agency and the general directors of the six participating agencies presented and 

discussed the strategic plan, was also treated as empirical material, and was read 

as text.  

The documents were analyzed and interpreted successively throughout the 

research process for each study, and in relation to the interviews carried out (see 

Section 3.5 on interpretation). For an overview of the documents studied, see 

Appendix 2.  

3.4.3 Qualitative interviews 

Qualitative semi-structured interviews formed an essential part of the empirical 

material in three of the four papers. While the phenomena studied differed with 

each paper, the interviews were carried out, transcribed, and analyzed following 

similar procedures.  

For Paper 1 on physical planning within the STA, interviews were carried out with 

a broad range of professions both within and outside the STA. The research 

project plan required attention to be paid to both individual planning processes 

and general experiences in terms of the planning legislation and its 

implementation within the STA. This resulted in accounts gathered from 48 

respondents (see Table 2), mainly through individual interviews, and 

complemented by group interviews. Interviews were carried out successively 

during the project time. A limited number of initial scoping interviews aimed to 

orient myself in the subject and complemented initial document studies. As the 

project progressed, interviews came to shift balance from an initial interest in the 

legislation to a broader focus which included organizational practices within the 

STA. The focus of individual interviews varied depending on the interviewee’s 

profession and experience. Respondents were selected to provide a broad range 

of practitioner experiences among relevant agencies involved in physical planning 

of transport infrastructure, while also reflecting different professions both within 

and outside the STA. While interviews on specific planning processes were 

mainly balanced towards achieving rich descriptions of a ‘remnant’ kind, other 

interviews were more directly oriented towards ‘narrative’ accounts of 

experiences and perspectives on the legislation and its implementation.  
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Table 2. Interviews carried out in the studies. 

Study Interviews No. 

Paper 1  Within the STA 

Investment Department 

Planning Department 

Plan Approval Division 

 

External actors 

Planning and design consultants 

County Administrative Board officers 

Municipal officers 

National inquiry officers 

Environmental Protection Agency officers 

 

19 

  9 

  4 

 

 

  7 

  3 

  2 

  2 

  2 

Paper 3   Planning officers involved in the plan preparation   4 

Paper 4  Within Swedish Energy Agency 

Project coordinators 

Economist 

 

Planners within other agencies 

Swedish Board for Housing, Building and Planning 

Swedish Transport Administration 

Swedish Transport Agency 

Environmental Protection Agency 

Transport Analysis 

 

  3 

  1 

 

 

  1 

  1 

  1 

  1 

  1 

 

In Paper 3 on the national investment plan for transport infrastructure, four professionals 

with key positions during the process were interviewed. They were selected to 

represent different perspectives, based on a preceding document study of the 

process, in which ‘key situations’ of discursive tensions and choice were 

identified. While the number of respondents is relatively small in this paper, the 

interviews provided rich ‘narrative’ accounts that reflected different perspectives 

on the discursive tensions and allowed triangulation vis-à-vis each other and 

document sources. The interviews included overarching questions of a general 

character regarding the process, as well as detailed questions on ‘key situations’ 

of tension and choice, in order to relate specifics of the process to its general 

outcome. 

For Paper 4 on inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the transport 

system, nine respondents were interviewed: three project coordinators and one 

economist within the hosting organization, the Swedish Energy Agency, and one 

contact person from each of the five other agencies participating in the work. 
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The selection of respondents aimed at covering the perspectives of all agencies 

involved in the work. As project management within the Swedish Energy Agency 

changed during the project time, all three project managers were interviewed. Like 

the study on the national investment plan, questions covered both general themes 

and more detailed questions on situations of tension and choice in the process.  

3.4.4 The process of carrying out and analyzing the interviews 

Kvale (1997) is a proponent of a form of craftsmanship in qualitative research 

interviews, which positions the researcher somewhere between strict formalism 

in terms of method and naïve spontaneity. Central to this craftmanship is 

qualified judgement and in-depth knowledge of the subject and context of the 

study. How strictly the interview guide should be followed in semi-structured 

interviews is a matter of judgement and sensitivity in the interview situation 

(Kvale 1997). If the research is interested in how the respondent understands and 

frames an issue or event, flexibility is required to allow the respondent to explain 

and expand on what (s)he finds important (Bryman 2012). As long as the 

interview guide allows sufficient flexibility, it can range from a brief list of areas 

to be covered, to more specifically formulated questions. Excessively rigid use of 

interview guides risks leading to ‘premature closure’ of the study (Bryman 2012). 

Unlike strict application of the guide, criteria of quality in interviews emphasize 

spontaneous, rich, specific, and relevant answers, and the degree to which their 

meanings are clarified. In a well performed interview, answers are to some degree 

interpreted, and interpretations verified, during the interview itself (Kvale 1997).  

All interviews, with the exception of the initial scoping interviews in studying 

physical planning within the STA, were preceded by a thorough reading of key 

documents, by which I orientated myself within the subject and its context, and 

identified potential tensions, situations of choice, and other aspects of interest. 

In preparing for the interviews, I developed quite extensive guides, covering both 

general topics and details of interest. The guides evolved during each study, in 

pace with my own understanding and interpretations, and in response to 

additional aspects raised by respondents. During the interviews, the guide (see 

appendix for examples) was largely used to ensure that I did not leave out topics 

or details of interest which were worthy of attention. The interviews firstly 

covered questions concerning general aspects of the phenomenon or process 

studied, and subsequently went into more detail. I brought key documents 

relating to the studied processes to the interviews, to allow respondents to make 

explicit references to statements or figures in the documents. I aimed to give the 

respondents room to expand on the questions, and to follow up statements 

flexibly, while also asking verifying questions to make sure that I did not 

misinterpret the meaning of statements. Interviews generally lasted between 45 
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minutes and two hours. They were recorded and transcribed in full length. 

Following transcription, the interviews were read thoroughly, and statements 

were sorted successively, based on emerging overarching themes as well as in 

relation to specific events of interest. This thematization was carried out in 

relation to the other interviews in each study, as well as the documents, with the 

aim of identifying interpretive patterns.  

All respondents were informed about the aim and research interest that guided 

the study in question, both when inquiring for an interview and at the start of the 

interview. Information was also provided on confidentiality and how the study 

would be published, to which all respondents gave their consent. The 

respondents took part in the interviews in their professional roles. The 

methodological approach of the thesis, with a non-personalized conception of 

power, implies that interviewees are not subjects for critical interpretation. 

Rather, interview statements are considered as expressions of broader patterns of 

influence: discourses and discursive practices. In line with the research interest of 

each study, I analyzed interview statements as expressions of generally perceived 

problems related to organization, routines and practices (Paper 1), and tensions 

regarding discourses and discursive practices (Papers 3 and 4), rather than as 

expressions of individual agency or power of the respondent.  

3.5 Interpretation and the research process 

3.5.1 Abductive, hermeneutics-inspired interpretation 

I find hermeneutic interpretation to be a good indicative illustration of how I 

have approached and analyzed the empirical material in relation to my 

preunderstanding as well as in relation to theory. The hermeneutic process is an 

active form of interpretation and can be understood as being in dialogue. The 

understanding emanating from hermeneutic interpretation is creative and re-

productive, in the sense that the researcher “appropriates the meaning of the 

object, rather than mechanically mirroring it” (Alvesson & Sköldberg 2009: 106), 

based on the frames of reference in the researcher’s pre-understanding.  

In the studies included in the thesis, interpretations were abductively related 

to theory. As part of the iterative-recursive process involved in hermeneutic 

interpretation, empirical materials and theory were addressed simultaneously 

(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow 2012), in dialogue. In this sense, theory was ‘tried out’ 

in relation to tentative findings and interpretations, while theory also influenced 

interpretation by directing analytical attention in the studies. 

Furthermore, the interpretive process requires attention to context. With an 

understanding of meaning being embedded in context, interpretation needs to 

consider the influence of context over the phenomenon under investigation. This 
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provides a rationale for giving sufficiently detailed contextual descriptions, so that 

“the interpretations are embedded in, rather than abstracted from”, the settings 

studied (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow 2012). 

In carrying out the studies, I have strived for well-grounded interpretations of 

the empirical material, while being aware of the influence of my 

preunderstandings and being transparent regarding choices made regarding 

methodological approaches and theories. The analyses were a continuous 

exchange between particularities and overarching wholes, initial understandings 

and gained insights, through which theoretical and analytical interpretations 

evolved in dialogue with the empirical material.  

The material was read and revisited recurrently throughout the research 

process. The first stage involved a general reading to orient the phenomena and 

give an overview. Through this, interesting details and potentially interesting 

themes to explore in the studies, were identified. Documents and interviews were 

analyzed in reciprocal relation to each other, in the sense that the ongoing 

interpretation of each affected how the other was understood, as well as the 

interpretive pattern. Throughout each study, empirical materials were revisited 

and reread in relation to shifts in understanding and interpretation. Empirics were 

also occasionally revisited in the light of a developed understanding and research 

focus, and partly as a measure for strengthening rigor by ‘reconstructing’ the 

relationship and correspondence between parts, particularly in the light of shifting 

interpretation (see Section 3.6 for an extended discussion). 

3.5.2 The research process  

In this section, I briefly describe the research process which resulted in the four 

studies included in this thesis, and my eventual identification within a 

poststructuralist methodological perspective.  

Paper 1. Physical planning in the Swedish Transport Administration 

At the beginning of my PhD studies, I was given the task of evaluating the 

effectiveness of recent changes to the procedural legislation for physical planning 

of roads and railways. The work was carried out under a research project already 

funded by the STA. In carrying out some initial scoping interviews aimed at 

identifying an overarching range of experiences of the effectiveness of the revised 

legislation, it became evident that concerns did not primarily relate to the 

legislation, but rather to how the legislation was organized and procured 

following routines and practices within the STA. These concerns were discussed 

and confirmed by participants at two reference-group workshops. An STA 

manager attending the first reference-group meeting suggested that the internal 

routines and practices of the STA should be considered to be outside the scope 

of the study. However, the majority of the reference group at a second meeting, 
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at which the manager was absent, agreed on the importance of widening the 

scope to consider these aspects. The decision to widen the study led to a broader 

document study to cover relevant STA organizational strategies, procedures and 

routines, as well as an extended interview guide to capture perspectives on, and 

experiences of, these issues.  

The study included in the thesis is the result of an abductive process, in which 

possible analyses and interpretations were explored in a continuous ‘dialogue’ 

between the empirical material, previous research and potential theoretical 

perspectives. I consider the study to be an example of the potential benefits of 

carrying out explorative, abductive research in order to capture the concerns of 

subjects in a meaningful way. If the original study had been carried out, with its 

narrow focus on legislative procedures, the central tension affecting quality and 

the effectiveness of planning could have escaped attention altogether.  

Paper 2. The discourse on ‘smart’, digitalized accessibility in national transport policy 

The latter part of my PhD studies, comprising Papers 2-4, was carried out within 

the research program Mistra Sustainable Accessibility and Mobility Services – a 

broad, inter-disciplinary program exploring the risks and opportunities involved 

in a transformation to a sustainable transport system, associated with emerging 

digital accessibility and mobility solutions. I and my colleagues were involved in 

governance and policy research within the program and considered it important 

to study how the emerging discourse on digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility was 

framed in the Swedish transport policy context. Compared to the work for the 

previous paper, this was quite straightforward. We collectively scanned public 

documents and collaborative processes which related to the emerging discourse, 

and screened out 13 documents for analysis, which had been published between 

2015 and 2018. The analysis focused on identifying central ideas on which the 

emerging discourse was based.  

Paper 3. The national infrastructure investment plan 

In 2016, the proposal for a renewed national strategic investment direction for 

transport infrastructure was criticized by several national public agencies for its 

weak consideration of climate mitigation targets. The media had also covered the 

omission of a prepared ‘climate scenario’ from the proposal. This omission of a 

specific future perspective encouraged me to study the preceding planning 

process and the assessments and choices made. I particularly wished to explore 

possible explanations for the apparent tensions in considering future 

development pathways.  

Before the paper included in this thesis was finalized, it underwent significant 

revisions and reinterpretations. A first version was based solely on planning 

documentation and analyzed contradictory statements and a resulting lack of 
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coherence. Questions of why and how were not addressed. At this time, I revisited 

a paper on the influence of dominant discursive practices on transport planning 

in the UK (Richardson 2001), which I read in dialogue with my empirical material. 

The paper motivated me to expand into a more Foucault-oriented research 

direction and analyze the influence of specific practices on the outcome of the 

planning process. The previously identified contradictions were reinterpreted as 

discursive tensions involving practices and knowledge perspectives, and 

interviews were carried out which focused on these tensions. As the study 

progressed, I came to more explicitly sympathize with a poststructuralist 

methodological approach. In a qualitatively sense, it opened the way for deeper 

interpretation of the phenomena, not least by allowing for an analysis of tensions 

in practice and knowledge perspectives as specific expressions of power, 

according to the Foucauldian conceptualization.  

Paper 4. Inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation 

The apparent tensions in national investment planning directed my attention to 

a case which could potentially provide empirical contrast by mirroring clearer 

transformative ambitions. A government-initiated, four-year inter-agency 

coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the transport system brought together agencies 

which had been critical of how climate mitigation was approached in the national 

investment plan proposal, as well as the agency subjected to the criticism – the 

STA. Following a brief first reading of the resulting strategic plan for a fossil-free 

transformation, it became clear that the process differed from the national 

investment plan in both practices and knowledge perspectives, as well as in how 

it portrayed future development directions. It also became clear that it would be 

important to understand how this broader perspective had been made possible. 

The study was carried out through a combination of interviews and thorough 

reading of planning documents. 

In dialogue with my co-authors, we identified a further opportunity to analyze 

whether the process could be considered to reflect a possible transformation of 

‘conventional’ knowledge perspectives and practices in transport planning. With 

a focus on conditions for transforming the transport system, we decided to 

analyze the process by a conceptualization of ‘transformative capacity’ (Hölscher 

2019). Compared to the preceding study on the national infrastructure investment 

plan, this implied a movement away from studying the influence of practice and 

knowledge perspectives, to considering, in addition, the potential for change.  

Concluding reflection 

Over the course of the work on this thesis, I have gradually aligned with a 

poststructuralist perspective, through becoming more interested in how 

dominant, economically and technically oriented discursive practices affect and 



 Methodology and analytical framework | 37 

potentially restrict the qualitative aspects and functioning of transport planning. 

I have found myself ‘at home’ within the poststructuralist perspective, and 

poststructuralist critique, in the sense that I consider planning and planning 

research to carry an important role in broadening thinking about possible futures. 

3.6 Measures to strengthen rigor and trustworthiness 

Criteria for research quality are related to the methodological approach applied. 

Poststructuralist, interpretive research acknowledges the interpreter’s influence 

on the analysis and is, by definition, perspectivist. Quality therefore becomes a 

question of rigor and trustworthiness. Assessing the rigor of empirical work 

involves the plausibility of research design, and the plausibility of accounts 

provided. Instead of fixed standards, assessment criteria for judging rigor and 

trustworthiness provide guiding principles (Baxter & Eyles 1997). A common 

quality criterion concerns transferability, or the potential relevance of research 

findings in other contexts. As qualitative research is normally situated in a specific 

context and aims at depth rather than breadth, transferability is an empirical issue 

(Bryman 2020). Providing ‘thick’ (Geertz 1973), detailed empirical and contextual 

descriptions enable others to assess potential transferability (Baxter & Eyles 

1997). I have aimed at providing sufficiently detailed descriptions of the 

phenomena studied to support readers in assessing potential transferability. 

However, although contextual and empirical descriptions were given priority in 

the studies included in the thesis, the limited length of the journal paper format 

restrained this ambition to some degree (see Baxter & Eyles 1997). In line with 

the perspectivist research approach (Bryman 2012), I have also strived to account 

for methodological and theoretical choices which influenced the studies.  

A second quality criterion regards triangulation, which involves the 

convergence of findings or interpretations from multiple empirical sources, 

methods, researchers, and theories (Baxter & Eyles 1997). In the thesis, research 

methods and sources were triangulated in three of the papers (1, 3 and 4) by 

combining document studies and multiple interviews. In the analyses of the 

emerging discourse on digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility and the inter-agency coordination of a 

fossil-free transformation of the transport system (Papers 2 and 4), inter-subjectivity in 

interpretation was strengthened by researcher triangulation in carrying out the 

analyses. Measures were also taken to strengthen rigor in relation to the 

interviews. In the study on physical planning within the STA (Paper 1), respondent 

validation was carried out by discussing preliminary results at two reference group 

meetings with broad representation from planning-related professions. The 

group was also given the opportunity to comment on the project report draft, 

which preceded the journal paper included in this thesis. In the two later papers 
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on the national investment plan for transport infrastructure and inter-agency coordination of a 

fossil-free transformation of the transport system (Papers 3 and 4), interview quotes were 

verified by respondents. In a few instances, interviewees clarified the context in 

relation to which a statement was made. In response, the quotes were checked to 

ensure that they were appropriately contextualized.  
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4 Summary of papers 

Paper 1. 

Witzell, J. (2019) Physical planning in an era of marketization: conflicting 

governance perspectives in The Swedish Transport Administration.  European 

Planning Studies 27(7), 1413-1431.  

 

This paper studies practitioners’ experiences of applying a revised legislative 

process for physical planning of road and rail investments within a setting of far-

reaching marketization reforms in the Swedish Transport Administration. The 

aim of the paper is to explore, first, how planners perceived the impacts of 

marketization reforms, and second, how the reforms affected the practitioners’ 

opportunities for carrying out planning processes in line with legislative 

intentions.  

The procedural physical planning legislation for road and rail investments had 

recently been revised at the time of the study. The revised legislation reflected an 

understanding that the previous legislation had been too rigid, resulting in 

unnecessarily extensive and time-consuming processes, especially when applied 

to smaller investments. In response, the revised legislation aimed to support a 

more effective and efficient planning process by providing more room for 

planners to exercise professional discretion and continuously adapt processes to 

the specific situational conditions of the planning situation in question. 

In parallel, marketization reforms within the STA likewise aimed to improve 

efficiency, but in a different way, through greater standardization, clearer division 

of responsibilities between client and contractor, utilization of economies of 

scale, specialization, and incentives encouraging market-driven innovation. The 

STA expected to become more efficient by taking on responsibility for 

developing markets for planning, design and construction of infrastructure, and 

by adapting its internal organization in line with this ambition. Accordingly, 

physical planning processes should be procured and carried out by consultants. 

To support this, the STA established internal organizational routines and 

practices which focused on specifying the scope of planning processes 

beforehand, in order to make them calculable for consultants in their bidding 

processes. In effect, physical planning practice was strongly influenced by 

contractual arrangements. 

As part of the marketization strategy, changes were also made to the internal 

competence profile for managing physical planning projects. Excessively specific 

knowledge and experience of planning was seen as counterproductive, as it could 

hinder the anticipated development of novel cost-efficient solutions brought in 
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by consultancy firms. As internal STA physical planning tasks were focused on 

specifying, procuring, and managing contracted-out processes, specific 

knowledge regarding the craft of planning was subordinated to more generic skills 

in contracting, leadership and project management. 

The experience of the practitioners who were interviewed indicated that the 

marketization and procurement of physical planning seriously restricted their 

ability to work in accordance with the aim of the legislation, to adapt each 

individual planning process to the specific situation in question. The 

marketization reforms were generally perceived to be having a negative effect on 

the efficiency and effectiveness of planning practices, and to be circumscribing 

professional discretion. The requirement that planning processes be sufficiently 

specified in a calculable way beforehand, ignored the uncertain conditions 

involved in planning.  

The theoretical concept of ‘modes of governance’ was applied to a 

comparative analysis of how effective and efficient planning are understood in 

the legislation and the STA organization, respectively. ‘Hierarchy’, ‘market’ and 

‘network’ denotes ideal type conceptions of organizing, coordinating and 

governing an activity (Powell 1990; Hedegaard Sørensen & Gudmundsson, 

2010). Contradictions in perspectives were characterized in terms of the ideal 

types. While the legislative aims bore a strong resemblance with a ‘network’ mode 

of governance, the organization of physical planning within the STA mirrored a 

‘market’ mode, supported by a strong ‘hierarchy’ in internal relations.  

The analysis shows that the marketization effort of the STA not only 

contradicted the aims of the legislation, but also, according to the practitioners 

interviewed in the study, resulted in decreased quality at a higher cost and time 

consumption. Respondents also questioned the legality of such an extensive 

transfer of responsibilities to consultants, as it could affect execution of authority.  

The paper contributes to empirical insights on how organizational strategies, 

routines and procedures influence the understanding of planning, as well as what 

is understood to constitute efficiency and effectiveness of planning. The study 

also points at the importance of organizational and management perspectives as 

factors for explaining efficiency and effectiveness in planning practices. 

 

 

 

 



 Summary of papers | 41 

Paper 2. 

Henriksson, M., Witzell, J. & Isaksson, K. (2019) All Change or Business as 

Usual? The Discursive Framing of Digitalized Smart Accessibility in Sweden. 

Transportation Research Procedia, 41, 625-636. 

 

This paper is concerned with the emerging discursive framing of digitalization 

and ‘smart’ accessibility within Swedish national transport policy and planning. 

The aim is to examine and critically discuss the emerging discourse, on the 

assumption that ideas and interpretations which emerge and are consolidated 

today can have major impacts on transport policy for decades to come. The paper 

considers perspectives and meanings of digitalization and ‘smart’ accessibility 

which are being established in public investigations, strategic plans and ‘road 

maps’. It focuses on central assumptions regarding the expected role of these 

developments in a transformation of the transport sector, problems it is intended 

to solve, and the key actors who are expected to take part in the developments.  

The discourse was interpreted using the concept of discursive storylines. 

Following Hajer (1995), storylines are understood as condensed narratives which 

support a coherent understanding of a phenomenon. They help reduce the 

complexity of an issue or problem and provide actors with arguments for their 

lines of action, as well as a narrative for joint action. The conceptualization of 

storylines is useful to identify substantive content of discussions in policy arenas 

(Vigar 2002). In the paper, the focus was directed to discursive ‘truths’ which 

were produced. The analysis covered 13 national documents published between 

2015 and 2018, which consisted of public investigations, strategies, plans and 

‘road maps’.  

Four storylines were identified. The first involves a determinist understanding 

of technology, which suggests that technological developments will inevitably 

transform the transport system, pushed by global trends in digitalization, 

automation, urbanization and sharing economy initiatives. The expected 

development is described in mostly optimistic terms, leading to a smoother, more 

resource-efficient and sustainable transport system in which it is possible to 

combine improved accessibility, reduced climate emissions, and decreased 

congestion. Problems are mainly located in the present, as an unfavorable point 

of departure, while the digitalized future holds possibilities for change. Second, a 

marketization storyline portrays private businesses as having greater capacity for 

innovation, and as driving forces in the on-going transformation. Generally, the 

role of public actors is described as supporting and facilitating initiatives taken by 

other actors. A third storyline portrays a belief in shared interests and the 

possibility of establishing consensus through multi-actor collaboration. Finally, a 

fourth storyline implicitly accepts mobility continuing to develop as usual, in the 
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sense that digitalization and ‘smart’ mobility are portrayed as enhancing 

accessibility, but not necessarily reducing mobility.  

While the emerging discourse portrays deterministic development, the analysis 

shows that issues involving balancing transport policy objectives against market 

and innovation interests are absent in the documents studied. The emerging 

discourse, in this sense, resembles a ‘post-political’ policy agenda in which 

important political conflicts are concealed.  

The paper makes an empirical contribution by providing a critical review of 

assumptions underpinning the emerging discourse on digitalization and ‘smart’ 

accessibility. 

  

In this co-written paper I have been involved in setting the aim, focus and 

framing of the paper, in screening, selecting, compiling and analyzing the 

empirical material, and in drawing conclusions. 

 

Paper 3. 

Witzell, J. (2020). Assessment tensions: How climate mitigation futures are 

marginalized in Swedish long-term transport planning. Transportation Research Part 

D: Transport and Environment, 87, 102305. 

 

This paper studies the influence of established assessment practices on the 

exploration and consideration of uncertainty and alternative development 

directions for climate mitigation in the Swedish 12-year national investment plan 

for transport infrastructure, 2018-2029. More specifically, the analysis considers 

how uncertainties regarding alternative futures and measures aimed at supporting 

a more ‘transport efficient society’ were addressed and assessed, and how this 

affected the outcome of the planning process.  

A Foucauldian discourse approach is applied, inspired by Richardson (2001) 

and Sharp & Richardson (2001), in which research attention focuses on ‘key 

situations’ or ‘events’ of tension and choice during the planning process, at which 

discursive practice was identified to exert influence over knowledge production, 

and statements and choices made.  

The empirical focus of the paper involves how the Swedish Transport 

Administration handled government planning instructions which provided 

opportunities for broader consideration of future development directions and 

measures aimed at improved ‘transport efficiency’. Of central interest is a 

government request to the STA to present not only one ‘conventional’ ‘base 

prognosis’ of future travel demand, but also to prepare complementary forecasts 

and development directions, including one specifically exploring opportunities to 
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fulfil climate mitigation objectives. In carrying out the planning instruction, 

limitations to established travel demand forecasting practice became apparent 

when the requested climate mitigation prognosis was deemed to deviate too far 

from ‘business-as-usual’ for the model to accommodate. The response to the 

commission instead involved preparing a target-oriented backcasting scenario.  

The scenario was subsequently omitted from the final report to the government, 

as assumptions on potentials to actively influence future travel demand were 

deemed too uncertain and unverified. Instead, the report drew a brief conclusion 

that, given specific assumptions on future vehicle developments and extensive 

use of biofuels to mitigate climate emissions, driving costs and travel demand in 

a future where the climate mitigation objectives are reached could be assumed to 

align with the ‘conventional’ ‘base prognosis’. Accordingly, a future development 

of the transport system in which climate mitigation objectives are reached was 

portrayed as not requiring any significant changes to the current planning 

direction.  

The analysis shows that dominant ‘conventional’ practices and knowledge 

perspectives exerted major influence over the planning process by constraining 

the exploration of potential future development directions. Dominant practices 

defined what was considered ‘valid’ and ‘true’ knowledge. Assumptions about the 

potential of measures aimed at a more ‘transport efficient’ society and behavioral 

change, which were included in the backcasting scenario, were rejected. It was 

argued that knowledge about effects was insufficient, and that the assumptions 

made were too uncertain. Furthermore, the analysis illustrates the strong 

influence of established practices in constructing an understanding where 

transport infrastructure investments are seen as insignificant to climate 

mitigation. It also highlights the influence of dominant practices in legitimizing 

the marginalization of alternative development directions and policy measures. 

In effect, the study shows how established practices can lead to significant 

democratic consequences, where public and political discussions about the 

futures of transport and climate mitigation pathways are constrained by the 

presentation of a narrow range of possible futures. 

The contribution of the paper involves a practice-oriented analysis of how 

knowledge perspectives and established assessment practices influence the 

understanding of the transport system and possibilities for its future 

development.  
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Paper 4. 

Witzell, J., Henriksson, M., Håkansson, M. & Isaksson, K. (forthcoming). 

Transformative capacity for climate mitigation in strategic transport planning –

principles and practices in cross-sectoral collaboration. Submitted manuscript. 

 

This paper studies a national inter-agency effort to coordinate a transformation 

to a fossil-free transport system. The ambition is to contribute to the emerging 

research field of transformative capacity and how the concept can be understood 

and developed in sustainable transport planning. More specifically, the aim is to 

provide empirically grounded insights into specific principles and practices which 

build transformative capacity in strategic, long-term Swedish national transport 

planning. The analysis was guided by two questions. First, which overall features 

and characteristics of the government commission generated opportunities for 

doing things differently? Second, which specific principles and practices were 

critical in the work? 

The inter-agency collaboration, for which the Swedish Energy Agency was the 

hosting organization, was carried out between 2016 and 2019 in collaboration 

with five other agencies with responsibilities connected to national transport 

policy and planning: the Swedish Transport Administration, the Swedish 

Transport Agency, the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning, the 

Environmental Protection Agency, and Transport Analysis. In preparing and 

carrying out the collaboration, the Swedish Energy Agency placed great 

importance on collective, inter-agency ‘ownership’ of the process and its 

outcomes. During the process, the agencies jointly carried out a number of 

activities. These included an analysis of the current state of the transport system 

in relation to climate mitigation and other environmental objectives, taking into 

account current obstacles to achieving the objectives and uncertainties 

permeating the development. Activities also involved formulating shared 

principles for what should characterize a transformation, as well as a common 

approach to assessing, monitoring and evaluating individual measures in the plan.  

A strategic plan was prepared and subsequently approved by the general directors 

of the involved agencies, which included measures to support a transformation 

that would be carried out by the agencies, as well as policy suggestions for the 

government to consider. The work also involved a plan for continuously monitor 

the development and evaluate and accordingly adapt individual measures in 

recurring ‘control stations’. Within the four-year project time, a first ‘control 

station’ was carried out, by which the development as a whole was assessed, along 

with individual measures in the strategic plan, and further recommendations were 

directed to the government.  



 Summary of papers | 45 

The paper applies a definition of transformative capacity as the ability to organize 

action and to “reconfigure and move towards a new and more sustainable state” 

(Wolfram 2016, cited in Cástan Broto et al. 2019: 450). This also regards an ability 

to “actively disrupt and dismantle existing systems, and simultaneously create and 

build up viable alternatives” (Wolfram et al. 2019: 438). A conceptualization of 

four capacities needed to address transformations dynamics outlined by Hölscher 

(2019) are applied in the analysis to explore transformative elements of the 

studied process: stewarding, unlocking, transforming, and orchestrating. Aspects 

of the process are analyzed in relation to the four transformative capacities. 

First, stewarding is defined as responding to uncertainty and risk through self-

organization, monitoring and continuous learning (Hölscher 2019). The 

commission from the government provided conditions for stewarding. It was 

assigned to the Swedish Energy Agency, which provided a distance to the 

‘conventional’ national transport planning of the Swedish Transport 

Administration, and was formulated in a way which provided agency discretion 

in organizing the work. The process was organized to provide room for inter-

agency discussion and deliberation, and the SEA aimed at establishing a joint 

ownership of the process as well as its outcomes. This was ultimately manifested 

by the general directors of the agencies engaging in specific formulations and 

signing key planning documents.   

Second, unlocking concerns revealing, breaking down and phasing out existing 

structures (Hölscher 2019). The joint assessment of the current situation, 

obstacles to transformation and uncertainties permeating future developments 

contributed to a common understanding based on revealing existing conditions. 

Furthermore, the establishment of principles for the transformation as well as for 

the assessment of individual measures provided a shared understanding of a need 

to consider broad categories of measures in transforming the transport system, 

including measures aimed at improved ‘transport efficiency’.  

Third, transforming is defined as the creation of novelties and the provision 

of space, resources and networks for developing and testing new ideas, practices 

or policies (Hölscher 2019). In the process, the relevance and applicability of 

conventional transport economic assessments focused on marginal costs were 

questioned. The previously acknowledged uncertainty associated with a 

transformation, and the limited beforehand knowledge on effects of measures, 

led to an acceptance of provisional qualitative assessments and use of tacit expert 

knowledge, in combination with continuous monitoring, evaluation and 

adjustment of measures.  

Fourth, orchestrating includes coordinating multi-actor processes and shaping 

opportunity contexts (Hölscher 2019). Several aspects of the process can be 

understood as reflecting an approach to transformation as a continuously 
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changing process. The agencies prepared for opportunity contexts and 

collaboration also ahead by planning for recurring ‘control stations’, and by 

requesting the government to prolong the commission.  

While the analysis identified clear elements of transformative capacity in the 

process, there are also indications that this capacity will not be sustained. What 

initially and throughout the process was a beneficial condition for transformation 

– the distance from conventional, mainstream policy and planning practices – 

could be a disadvantage for its continuation and dissemination. The SEA has a 

weak mandate to influence mainstream transport planning and the emerging 

approach of the collaboration is not anchored within the wider national transport 

policy field. There is a risk of the commission ending up as yet another parallel 

process, which doesn’t influence the mainstream transport policy and planning 

framework.  

The paper contributes to theory by applying the transformative capacity 

framework to studying conditions for transformation in transport planning. A 

theoretical conclusion is that in practice it is difficult to distinguish between the 

four capacities in the framework, as they overlap and are clearly interrelated. 

Empirically, the paper provides insights into how collaborative, deliberative 

processes can result in favorable conditions for a potential transformation of 

transport policy and planning practices. 

 

In this co-written paper I have been responsible for deciding the aim and 

tentative research direction and gathering the empirical material in the form of 

document studies and interviews. I was also involved in the development of the 

paper’s methodology, analytical framework, analysis and conclusions. 
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5 Concluding discussion 

The aim of this thesis was to provide insights into how specific approaches and 

practices in transport policy and planning influence prospects for a 

transformation of the transport system in line with climate mitigation targets. To 

discuss this, I turn to the relationship between (1) practices and knowledge 

perspectives, (2) approaches to future uncertainty in these practices, and (3) the 

related scope and agency attributed to planning. In the first three sections of this 

concluding chapter, these aspects will be discussed with reference to empirical 

insights provided by the four papers. These sections, which answer the research 

questions outlined for the thesis, are followed by a further discussion of how 

prospects for transformation are affected. Thereafter, forward-looking 

conclusions are drawn. 

5.1 Practices and knowledge perspectives 

An explicit interest in this thesis involves practices and knowledge perspectives 

in transport planning. While the papers provide accounts of differing practices 

and perspectives, they all give important insights into the conditions for 

transformation of the transport system by reflecting ways of thinking and acting.  

5.1.1 Quantified, calculable representations 

The two studies on physical planning (Paper 1) and national transport infrastructure 

investment planning (Paper 3) both shed light on the influence of specific discursive 

practices and knowledge perspectives which strongly rely on quantified and 

calculable representations. Following the STA marketization strategy, which 

involved procuring physical planning processes for road and rail investments, 

activities related to physical planning within the Swedish Transport 

Administration have mainly been limited to specifying, procuring and monitoring 

processes which are carried out by consultants. Specific practices and routines 

have been established in accordance with a client-contractor division of 

responsibilities. Important practices revolve around specifying the scope of the 

process and its contextual conditions beforehand, to enable bidding consultancy 

firms to calculate costs for carrying them out. Standardized work description 

templates, in which the formal planning process is specified, have a strong 

influence on the scope and delimitations of the subsequent process (Paper 1). 

Through the marketization strategy and its associated practices, physical planning 

within the STA is effectively portrayed and organized in terms of products of 

market exchange, reducing planning situations to a quantifiable representation 

which can be monetized.  
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The national transport infrastructure investment planning process provides an example of 

dominant practices used in assessing future development trajectories and 

potential investment orientations. The planning framework bears a strong 

resemblance to a ‘conventional’ approach to transport planning (see Section 1.4). 

Future travel demand is forecasted by a trend-based ‘base prognosis’, and 

investment proposals are assessed mainly by monetized reductions of impacts in 

cost-benefit analysis (Paper 3). Through these dominant practices, the future 

development of the transport system is portrayed in terms of specific, 

standardized practices which provide single, or strongly delimited, answers. 

The two studies also give examples of how practices are related to specific 

perspectives and demands in terms of knowledge construction. Dominant 

practices are associated with understandings of what is considered relevant, ‘valid’ 

and ‘true’ knowledge. In this way, practices also carry consequences for which 

types of professional knowledge and experiences that are valued and considered. 

As part of the reorganization of physical planning (Paper 1) following the STA 

marketization strategy, the internal competence profile for managing physical 

planning projects changed. As the STA activities related to physical planning 

mainly focus on specifying, procuring and managing contracted-out processes, 

specific knowledge regarding the craft of planning was subordinated in favor of 

more generic skills in contracting, leadership and project management. The STA 

management explicitly expressed that too specific internal knowledge and 

experience of planning may be counterproductive, as it can hinder an anticipated 

development of novel cost-efficient solutions brought in by consultancy firms. 

The marketization strategy therefore shifted not only internal practices in physical 

planning, but also the understanding of what constitutes relevant knowledge in 

relation to these practices.  

Dominant quantitative practices of forecasting and cost-benefit analysis 

influenced the drafting of the national infrastructure investment plan (Paper 3) by 

defining what was considered relevant, ‘valid’ and ‘true’ knowledge. An argument 

for rejecting a prepared backcasting climate mitigation scenario was that the 

scenario did not meet knowledge requirements for ostensibly precise 

quantification. Measures that had been considered in the backcasting scenario 

were grounded in previous mitigation scenarios and public investigations and had 

been deliberated upon by a large number of planning practitioners. Measures 

assessed as having potential were presented in terms of tentative numerical ranges 

of possible influence over future travel demand if they were to be implemented 

broadly. However, they lacked established statistical cause-effect relationships, 

partly because measures were novel or had not yet been extensively evaluated, 

and were subsequently dismissed as ‘wishful thinking’. The rejection of the 

backcasting scenario can also be understood as a rejection of wider professional 
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knowledge claims which go beyond the dependency on established precise 

measurements in ‘conventional’ transport economics and transport modelling.  

Altogether, the studies on physical planning and infrastructure investment planning 

illustrate characteristics of rigidity and closure, as practice and knowledge are 

pushed towards delimited, standardized and single quantitative reductions. More 

qualitative and complex understandings of transport planning, of the transport 

system and potential for its development, are marginalized. The practices are 

evidently closely related to specific knowledge perspectives, and influence the 

understandings, professional experiences and types of knowledge which are given 

credibility. 

5.1.2 A pragmatic approach to practice and knowledge perspectives 

The study on inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the transport system 

(Paper 4) provides an example of broader, less quantitatively reductionist practices 

and knowledge perspectives in assessing future development directions and 

potential policy measures. The Swedish Energy Agency was commissioned to 

organize the collaboration, which implied that from the outset the process was 

situated at a distance from the ‘conventional’ national transport planning and 

assessment practices of the Swedish Transport Administration. Furthermore, in 

preparing and carrying out the collaboration, the Swedish Energy Agency placed 

great importance on a collective, inter-agency ‘ownership’ of the process and its 

outcomes. Important collaborative elements included working out a shared 

analysis of the current state of the transport system in relation to climate 

mitigation targets, agreeing on objectives and guiding principles that should 

characterize a climate mitigation transformation, and agreeing on an appropriate 

approach to assessing, monitoring and evaluating measures in the resulting plan. 

The collaboration was characterized by discussion on differing agency roles and 

mandates, knowledge perspectives and approaches to assessment. Differing 

perspectives were discussed in a shared setting, and this was considered to have 

contributed to developing a joint understanding. Assessment practices and 

knowledge perspectives could be discussed and negotiated in relation to each 

other, providing opportunities to alter and broaden both practices and 

perspectives in ways which acknowledged professional expertise and experiences 

beyond ‘conventional’ transport planning. 

The plan, as well as the perspective on assessing, monitoring and evaluating 

measures, reflect a more open approach to transport policy and planning 

practices and knowledge perspectives. While references were made to an ideal of 

comprehensive and comparable economic appraisal of the effects of suggested 

measures, a substantial knowledge gap between the ideal and the reality of the 

situation was explicitly acknowledged. Furthermore, ‘conventional’ assessment 
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practices in transport policy and planning were understood to be of limited 

relevance in the light of the overarching aim of the collaborative effort: 

developing a strategic plan for climate mitigation. Due to lack of quantitative 

‘data’ of future effects, tentative, ‘tacit’ expert-based assessments grounded in 

available knowledge and professional experience were accepted. Practices which 

acknowledged the relevance of both quantitative and qualitative assessments were 

used. Recurring ‘control stations’ were proposed for successive monitoring and 

evaluation of the development, so that the plan, and individual measures, could 

be adjusted in the light of emerging insights and knowledge. The approach, in 

turn, enabled consideration of a broader set of measures, including those aimed 

at increased ‘transport efficiency’, which had been marginalized in regular 

national transport infrastructure investment planning. 

5.1.3 Summarizing conclusion 

Taken together, the papers illustrate that specific practices and knowledge 

perspectives exert significant influence over transport planning by portraying the 

transport system and planning in specific ways, and by considering or 

marginalizing specific policy and planning measures. Furthermore, the papers 

show that practices are associated with specific understandings of the types of 

knowledge and professional experience which are considered relevant. While the 

studies show clear examples of prevailing, rigid practices which push planning 

towards delimited, standardized, quantified reductions, there are also clear 

indications of processes which are characterized by less reductionist practices and 

which admit broader knowledge perspectives.  

5.2 Approaches to uncertain opportunities for transformation 

A second question in this thesis regards how future uncertainty is approached in 

transport policy and planning. In this section, I will discuss main findings 

regarding future uncertainty related to opportunities for transformation. I will 

also exemplify how approaches to uncertainty are intertwined with practices and 

knowledge perspectives.  

5.2.1 Status quo and avoidance of uncertainty 

The studies on national transport infrastructure investment planning (Paper 3) and the 

emerging understanding of digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility (Paper 2) both exemplify 

accounts of future developments with deterministic characteristics, and where 

expanded discussions on issues of future uncertainty are avoided. As described 

in Paper 3, the ‘conventional’ practice of travel demand forecasting in national 

infrastructure investment planning usually provides a single ‘base prognosis’ as the 

foundation for assessing the general direction of future development, as well as 
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individual measures. This practice has conservative and self-confirming 

characteristics, as the predicted future is grounded in historical trends, assumed 

cause-effect relationships and current policy, and because it is subsequently 

applied in prioritizing and dimensioning future investments. The Swedish 

Transport Administration, in responding to a government commission to explore 

and assess additional potential directions for development, subsequently 

presented development directions which were all closely aligned with the 

‘conventional’ ‘base prognosis’. As mentioned above, a prepared backcasting 

scenario which more significantly deviated from ‘business as usual’ was omitted. 

Instead, assumptions on future economic policy measures and extensive use of 

biofuels were briefly described to achieve the climate mitigation target while 

allowing traffic increases in line with the ‘base prognosis’.  

An evident difference between the presented climate mitigation development 

direction which aligned with the ‘base prognosis’, and the backcasting scenario, 

lies in their approaches to future uncertainty. The omitted backcasting scenario 

included measures involving possible, but uncertain, effects on future travel 

demand, which had the potential to challenge the assumptions of the 

‘conventional’ ‘base prognosis’. The climate mitigation development direction 

which the Swedish Transport Administration presented to the government 

involved likewise uncertain assumptions, but these did not challenge the travel 

demand assumed in the ‘base prognosis’. This resulted in a long-term transport 

infrastructure investment plan where potential futures were solely assumed to be 

aligned with the single representation of the transport system constructed in the 

‘base prognosis’.   

The study on the emerging understanding of digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility (Paper 2), 

provides a different example of a future development trajectory with conservative 

characteristics, though it is more closely related to discursive understandings than 

practice. According to the meaning produced in Swedish policy documents at the 

national level, a technology-driven transformation will inevitably have an 

influence on the future transport system. The development is described as a 

transformation away from a current unfavorable state (Paper 2). While depicting 

an inevitable development, discussions about uncertainties involved, as well as 

the general desirability of the development, are mainly absent in the national 

policy discourse. The development is not portrayed as implying a break with the 

‘conventional’ approach to transport policy and planning. On the contrary, the 

development is generally described as enhancing accessibility and possibly 

mitigating current problems in the transport system, but not necessarily reducing 

mobility. The two papers on the national transport infrastructure investment plan and the 

emerging understanding of digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility illustrate how avoiding 
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uncertainty contributes to reconfirming the ‘conventional’ approach to transport 

policy and planning. 

5.2.2 A ‘catch 22’ problem of knowing beforehand 

The studies on physical planning and the national transport infrastructure investment plan 

provide examples of how dominant practices and knowledge perspectives result 

in ‘catch 22’ situations involving a requirement to possess sufficient knowledge 

beforehand. As noted above, the marketization strategy in the Swedish Transport 

Administration portrayed physical planning (Paper 1) as a process which it is possible 

to specify with a high degree of detail beforehand. However, practitioners 

interviewed in the study noted that, by paying little attention to uncertain 

conditions in planning processes which cannot be determined beforehand, the 

standardized procurement practice had created a problematic paradox: a process 

must be carried out prior to procurement in order to acquire the knowledge 

needed for the planning process to be sufficiently specified. Similarly, the 

backcasting scenario, as well as ‘transport efficiency’ measures in general, were 

disregarded in preparations for the national transport infrastructure investment plan 

(Paper 3), with reference to insufficient ‘data’ and uncertainty about effects on 

future travel demand. The requirement for established statistical cause-and-effect 

quantifications illustrates a ‘catch 22’ situation in terms of considering novel 

measures, as gathering of ‘data’ requires that measures have already been 

considered and implemented.  

5.2.3 Acknowledging future uncertainty 

In my work, I also came across a policy and planning setting with characteristics 

of a contrasting, explorative approach to future uncertainty and opportunities for 

transformation. In the inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the 

transport system (Paper 4), the distance from ‘conventional’ practice seems to have 

enabled a different approach to uncertainty involved in future development 

directions as well as the effects of specific measures. The process can be 

understood as reflecting a more explorative and adaptive approach. The 

uncertainties which permeate future development were explicitly acknowledged 

and considered to be a reason to work broadly with different kinds of measures, 

and to keep the future open for different and changing development trajectories. 

In contrast to national transport infrastructure investment planning, a lack of ‘data’ on 

effects was not in itself a reason to dismiss potential measures, but instead 

motivated continuous monitoring and evaluation. By focusing on the direction 

of effects rather than precision, acknowledging the need to consider a broad set 

of measures, and attending to successive monitoring, evaluation and adjustment 

rather than demanding details of effects beforehand, the process escaped the 

conservative and reductionist characteristics of the ‘conventional’ practices and 
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knowledge perspective. The approach to future uncertainty allowed for the 

broader consideration of potential development directions and measures, and 

thereby consideration of wider, possibly transformative, pathways.   

5.2.4 Summarizing conclusion 

Altogether, the papers provide rich illustrations of how aspects of future 

uncertainty to a large extent are avoided and concealed in contemporary national 

transport policy and planning. Furthermore, the papers illustrate how the 

development of new insights and knowledge is hampered, as novel and unproven 

measures are rejected simply because their effects are yet unknown. The 

avoidance of uncertainty has consequences, in the sense that currently dominant 

portrayals of future development directions go unchallenged as alternatives are 

marginalized.  

The inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the transport system, 

however, exemplify a policy and planning setting in which future uncertainty is 

explicitly acknowledged, and practices are adapted accordingly. In such an 

approach, the very notion of future uncertainty provides an argument to consider 

a broader set of measures, focusing on the direction of effects rather than aiming 

for precision, and continuously monitoring and evaluating effects as actual 

developments unfold.  

5.3 The role and agency attributed to planning 

The third theme involves the role and agency of transport policy and planning. 

Three of the papers exemplify limitations to the role and agency attributed to 

planning, and one paper considers opportunities for a broader conception of 

planning. The study on physical planning within the STA (Paper 1) shows that 

organizational practices following an economic marketization discourse defined 

what characterizes effective and efficient planning processes. The organization of 

physical planning and the practices involved in the marketization strategy 

contradicted a fundamental premise for planning established in the planning 

legislation, namely the premise that planning needs to continuously investigate 

and address situational, uncertain conditions, and have sufficient space to adapt 

the process accordingly. The study found that legislators, as well as practitioners, 

wished to make use of professional planning experience and knowledge to 

strengthen the efficiency and effectiveness of physical planning processes. The 

marketization-oriented practices and their weak consideration of uncertainty, on 

the other hand, left little room for planning professionals to act in accordance 

with the intentions of the legislation. The study shows that the procurement 

practices and restricted role and agency of practitioners within the STA heavily 

influenced the subsequent processes, where fewer alternative solutions were 
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explored, the scope and detail of investigations were restricted, and collaboration 

was impaired. Practitioners experienced a general deterioration in quality, at 

increased cost and time consumption.  

According to the emerging understanding of digitalized, ‘smart’ accessibility (Paper 2), a 

deterministic view of development as inevitable, driven by global trends and 

shaped by market actors, leaves little agency for public planning to influence the 

development. The discourse assigns agency for driving development to market 

actors who will, it assumes, provide innovative solutions and services. Citizens, 

seen as individual consumers, are expected to make choices on whether or not to 

make use of innovations and mobility services. In relation to this, public planning 

is relegated to support and enable the development. A choice of path for public 

planning is reflected in the material involved in the analysis: contributing 

proactively to shaping the inevitable development or adapting to it reactively. 

However, the development per se is not considered to be an issue of public 

planning, nor is the general desirability of the development. 

The reliance in national transport infrastructure investment planning (Paper 3) on 

quantitative reductions, and the resulting avoidance of future uncertainty and 

rejection of novel or ‘unproven’ measures aimed at influencing travel demand, 

leave limited agency for exploring a broader scope of future development 

trajectories. As the study shows, this resulted in the planning process failing to 

achieve its own aim, which involved providing the government with alternative 

development orientations and relevant information on which to make decisions 

about the direction of future development in the transport system. The scope and 

agency of long-term policy and planning was in effect reduced to exploring and 

assessing minor variations of a main theme: development directions mainly 

aligning with the ‘conventional’ ‘base prognosis’.   

In the inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the transport system 

(Paper 4), the distance from the ‘conventional’ transport planning practice, the 

processual qualities focusing on strengthening common understandings, and the 

joint acknowledgement of uncertainty permeating future developments, enabled 

a broader approach to the scope and agency of planning. Assessments of the 

potential contribution of measures were not subordinated to ‘conventional’, 

dominant practices and knowledge perspectives. Instead, alternative practices 

were applied which acknowledged uncertainty and limited knowability in terms 

of future effects, and which therefore allowed wider exploration of possible 

futures. 

5.3.1 Summarizing conclusion 

In summary, the papers show a tendency of dominant discourses, discursive 

practices and approaches to uncertainty to restrict the scope and agency of 
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planning. Standardized routines and practices, and conservative ways of 

representing future developments, contribute to a circumscribed role for 

planning. There is also a tendency that planning agency is defined as an attribute 

of market actors, which leaves public planning with a more limited, supporting 

role. At the same time, the inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation of the 

transport system exemplifies a planning setting in which the scope and agency of 

planning is broadened and given a more active role in shaping future 

developments. This involves applying less reductionist practices, acknowledging 

broader professional expertise and knowledge perspectives, and enabling a more 

open approach to exploring and addressing uncertainty. 

5.4 Conditions for transformation 

This thesis has explored how specific approaches and practices in transport policy 

and planning influence prospects for transformation of the transport system in 

line with climate mitigation targets. Through the studied policy and planning 

processes, I have provided examples of a significant influence on prospects for 

transformation exerted by specific practices, discursive understandings and 

knowledge perspectives. The studies have illuminated obstacles to considering 

opportunities for transformation, but also identified characteristics of a more 

transformative approach, in which wider opportunities for transformation are 

acknowledged. 

The strategic planning processes that were explored in two of the papers (Paper 

3 and Paper 4) have provided insights of specific relevance for the prospects for 

climate mitigation transformation. The processes of the national transport 

infrastructure investment plan and the inter-agency collaboration for a fossil-free transformation 

of the transport system were carried out partly simultaneously in time. The Swedish 

Transport Administration was responsible for the first process and participated 

in the other. Both processes were guided by government instructions to explore 

and assess potential future development directions and measures which could 

contribute to a fossil-free transformation of the transport system. Yet, the 

approaches as well as the outcomes of the processes differed significantly. The 

two processes can be understood as emblematic illustrations of contemporary 

diverging approaches to national transport policy and planning. They exemplify 

significantly differing practices and knowledge perspectives, approaches to 

uncertainty, and scope and agency attributed to planning. These differences hold 

explanatory value for how prospects for transformation are considered and 

portrayed in national transport policy and planning. They therefore deserve a 

closer comparison. An overview of distinctive features of the two processes, in 

relation to practices and knowledge perspectives, approaches to uncertainty, and 
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scope and agency attributed to planning, which were discussed in the preceding 

sections of this chapter, is provided in Table 3.  

 

Table 3. Distinctive features in exploring and assessing future development directions. 

 The national transport 

infrastructure investment plan 

The inter-agency coordination of a 

fossil-free transformation 

Planning 

practices and 

knowledge 

perspectives 

Established, ‘conventional’ 

assessment practices 

Assessment practices adapted to the 

issue at hand 

Knowledge perspectives beyond 

transport economics and 

modelling are marginalized 

Broader professional knowledge 

perspectives and experiences are 

acknowledged 

Approach to 

future uncertainty 

and knowledge 

gaps   

Limited exploration of 

uncertainty 

Uncertainty is acknowledged as basic 

condition for policy and planning 

Assessment requires specific 

(modellable) knowledge 

beforehand – ‘catch 22’ 

Acceptance of preliminary expert-based 

(‘tacit’) assessments in combination with 

continuous monitoring and evaluation 

Unknown effects beforehand 

argument for rejecting measures 

Unknown effects beforehand argument for 

broad consideration of measures 

Scope and 

agency attributed 

to planning  

Future development is portrayed 

as mainly aligned with historic 

developments 

Future development is perceived as an 

uncertain, changing process with a wider 

span of potential outcomes 

Weak perception of the potential 

influence of planning (w. 

exception of economic policy).  

Stronger perception of the potential 

influence of planning 

 

The evidently differing characteristics of the two processes can be further 

illuminated by revisiting the general conceptualization of policy-making pathways 

(Lyons & Davidson 2016) which was outlined in Chapter 1. Taken together, the 

national transport infrastructure investment plan shows resemblance to a ‘regime-

compliant’ pathway in policymaking and planning, with “an (implicit) reliance on 

the way of the world as we have known it, in relation to transport, continuing.” 

(Lyons & Davidson 2016: 113). The reliance on historic trends and the limited 

exploration of uncertainty in the ‘conventional’ practices and knowledge 

perspectives which dominated the process left little scope and agency for 

planning. Alternative development directions and measures were rejected, and 

instead, information which justified and reconfirmed the current development 
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direction was presented to the government. Consequently, one single, model-

based and reductionist portrayal of the future development was given precedence 

over the uncertain complexities and potentialities of reality. 

Although the papers on physical planning within the STA (Paper 1) and the emerging 

understanding of digitalized ‘smart’ accessibility (Paper 2) study slightly different policy 

and planning situations, which do not allow for direct comparison to the same 

extent, they nonetheless provide complementary insights on the influence of 

discourse and practice on prospects for transformation. The dominant 

knowledge perspectives and practices related to physical planning, which emphasize 

quantitative, beforehand specification of planning processes, and which 

downplay the relevance of uncertain conditions in planning, can be understood 

to resemble elements of a ‘regime-compliant’ pathway. Also, the deterministic 

portrayal of the future in the emerging understanding of digitalized ‘smart’ accessibility, 

with its weak consideration of uncertainty, limited agency attributed to public 

planning, and its implicit assumption of continued strong mobility, reflects 

elements of a ‘regime-compliant’ pathway.  

In comparison, the inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation involved 

deliberation on the applicability and relevance of ‘conventional’ practices in the 

light of the climate mitigation issue. Future uncertainty, and current gaps in 

knowledge of future effects of measures, were acknowledged as fundamental 

conditions of transport policy and planning. Practices were adapted accordingly, 

and wider knowledge perspectives were provided room. As uncertainty was not 

avoided, but accommodated in the process, the scope and agency attributed to 

planning were strengthened. Information was sought to guide, rather than to 

justify, decisions. In this sense, the process shows resemblance to a ‘regime-

testing’ pathway, in which “the nature of the world as we have known it is brought 

into question and vision pulls policy decisions” (Lyons & Davidson 2016: 104).  

The insights from the studies in this thesis makes it evident that practices and 

knowledge perspectives result in quite differing portrayals of the transport system 

and opportunities for transformation. They exert influence, as some 

understandings and experiences are accepted as relevant, ‘valid’ and ‘true’, while 

others are marginalized. Therefore, practices and knowledge perspectives in 

transport policy and planning unavoidably reflect power. The findings of the 

thesis indicate that opportunities for transforming transport policy and planning 

in the light of the climate issue reside in practices which more actively 

acknowledge and engage with uncertainty, are open to assessing potential 

measures by wider means than quantitative reduction, and which assign sufficient 

agency to policy and planning, based on an acknowledgement that the future 

cannot be predetermined by ostensibly precise ‘data’. Such practices allow for 
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consideration of broader opportunities associated with transformation, as well as 

a broader set of measures to support transformation. 

To conclude, this thesis has provided rich illustrations of how discourse and 

practice influence the understanding of the transport system, as well as choices 

which are made available to us. Given that dominant practice and discourse 

influence how the transport system and its associated opportunities for 

transformation are portrayed, transport policy and practice are not innocent, but 

are normatively and politically charged. Avoiding issues of uncertainty and 

omitting alternative understandings by reproducing conservative and narrow 

portrayals of the transport system, carry normative and political consequences by 

restricting thought and discussion on what could constitute relevant and 

‘desirable’ transport futures. If there is a desire to transform the transport system 

beyond the prevailing ‘conventional’, ‘regime-compliant’ approach, the inter-agency 

coordination of a transformation towards a fossil-free transport system exemplifies one way 

of opening up planning by assessment practices which are both clearly target-

oriented and more tolerant and flexible in relation to the inevitable uncertainty 

and unknown aspects of the future. However, while the specific processual 

qualities of the inter-agency coordination made it possible to establish a 

temporary alternative approach during the four-year commission, a more 

permanent shift in perspective in national transport planning has not taken place. 

Shifting dominant discourse and practice would require more fundamental 

questioning of the reproduction of the ‘conventional’ approach in more stable 

settings, such as the national transport infrastructure investment planning 

process.  

5.5 Looking ahead 

The evident influence of dominant practice and knowledge perspectives over 

conditions for transformation, and the limited time available to achieve set out 

climate mitigation objectives, urges taking a step back to reflect on what 

constitutes relevant output of transport policy and planning processes. Which 

kinds of knowledge can help society – understood in broad terms – to grasp and 

deliberate on potential and ‘desirable’ future development directions? And 

consequently, what constitutes relevant and effective transport planning and 

knowledge in relation to this? As planning comes with consequences for society, 

such questions should be discussed inclusively, beyond academia and specific 

professional settings, and involve public and political stakeholders, in ways which 

acknowledge interdependencies between ‘planning practice’, ‘politics’, and 

heterogeneous desires. Previous research, as well as this thesis, have identified 

that policy and planning practices which acknowledge wider knowledge 
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perspectives and considers a broader scope of future development directions 

have tended to end up as isolated parallel practices without challenging the 

dominant, ‘conventional’ approach. In response, future research could provide 

valuable insights on conditions for enabling – and sustaining – transformative 

capacity in transport policy and planning. Such research could, furthermore, 

reflect broad, inclusive societal perspectives on what should constitute practices, 

approaches to future uncertainty, and scope and agency of planning, in order to 

provide society with relevant answers.  
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Appendix 1. Interview guides 

Paper 1. Physical planning 

Different interview guides were used during the project, depending on whether 

the interview focus was on the planning process of a specific infrastructure 

investment, or general experiences of the revised planning legislation and its 

implementation. 

This example guide covers themes of interviews with practitioners involved in 

specific processes. The interview guide covered overarching themes. For each 

theme, specific questions were prepared. In interviews focused on general 

experiences, theme G was of main interest. 

A) Initiation of the process, specification of the task, and internal 

coordination within the STA 

 

B) Organization and collaboration between the STA, consultant, other 

authorities and planning processes 

 

C) The process: aim, project objectives, delimitation, studied alternatives 

and choices made, key issues, possible conflicts 

 

D) Consultation with the public and relevant authorities 

 

E) Utilization of legislative possibilities for simplification of the process 

 

F) Process efficiency and collaboration 

 

G) General experiences of the legislative planning process and its 

implementation: efficiency and effectiveness 

 

 

Paper 3. The national investment plan 

The interview guide was prepared by themes. Each theme was introduced by 

more general questions. Additional, more detailed questions had been prepared, 

in order to make sure that the interview would cover specific aspects of the 

process, ‘events’ and tensions identified through the initial study of planning 

documents.  
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A) The interviewee’s title, background, and role in national investment 

planning 

 

B) General questions  

a. Which were the most complicated issues and greatest 

uncertainties that had to be addressed? 

b. Which delimitations were made, and which factors influenced 

the delimitations? 

c. Were there questions involving differences in opinions and/or 

perspectives, which needed to be addressed or clarified? If so, 

which ones? How were they resolved? 

d. How were assessment methods and procedures chosen? Were 

alternative methods or procedures discussed? 

 

C) Specific questions on themes, tensions and identified ‘events’ of 

interest 

a. How was the role of the plan interpreted for transforming the 

transport system following transport policy objectives, 

including the climate mitigation objectives? 

b. How was the opportunity to reassess previously decided 

measures and redistribute resources viewed? 

c. How were traffic demand forecasts discussed and addressed: 

the ‘base prognosis’ and the further forecasts commissioned 

by the government? 

d. How were alternative development directions discussed and 

handled, for example in relation to climate mitigation 

objectives? 

e. How did you approach issues of ‘transport efficiency’, and the 

relationship between infrastructure, land-use and travel? How 

did you approach measures aimed at behavioral change? 

f. How was the potential impact (opportunities and risks) of 

digitalization and emerging technologies addressed in the 

plan? 

g. Have I left out any important episode/situation of choice? 

 

D) Would you like to further elaborate further on anything, or bring 

anything up that I haven’t raised during the interview?  
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Paper 4. The inter-agency coordination of a fossil-free transformation 

The interview guide was prepared by themes. Each theme was introduced by 

more general questions. In addition, more detailed questions had been prepared, 

in order to make sure that the interview would cover specific aspects of the 

process, ‘events’ and tensions identified through the initial study of planning 

documents.  

A) The interviewee’s title, background, role in transport planning in 

general, and the inter-agency coordination in particular 

 

B) The role of the respondent’s specific agency in transport planning and 

climate mitigation of the transport system.  

a. What is your role in planning and transforming the transport 

system? 

b. How do you collaborate with other agencies? 

 

C) Specific questions on themes, tensions and identified ‘events’ of 

interest 

a. In which context, and under which conditions, was the 

coordination initiated and organized? 

b. Which delimitations were made in the work, and which 

factors/perspectives influenced the delimitations? 

c. How was the commission interpreted? Did interpretations 

differ between agencies? 

d. Were there questions involving differences in opinions and/or 

perspectives, which needed to be addressed or clarified during 

the process? If so, which ones? How were they resolved? 

Consideration of: technological development and digitalization; relation 

between infrastructure and behavioral change; relation between 

infrastructure and a ‘transport efficient society’; Assessment practices, 

including economic/CBA? 

e. Which were the most complicated issues? Which were the 

uncertainties which most influenced the work? Which were 

the most discussed pathways? 

 

D) Have I left out something that comes to your mind? 

 

Questions on a number of specific issues… 
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Appendix 2. Documents studied 

Paper 1.  

Malm, G. (Ed.) (2015). Vägen till Trafikverket: så byggdes ett statligt verk på 180 dagar. [The Road to 
the Swedish Transport Administration – How a Government Administration was built in 180 days]. 
Borlänge: Trafikverket. 

Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (2012a). Regeringens proposition 2011/12:118 
Planeringssystem för transportinfrastruktur. [Government Proposition 2011/12:118. Planning system for 
transport infrastructure.]. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2012b). Rapport Renodlad beställarroll – Kompetens- och 
resursförsörjning samt bemanning av projektorganisationer inom investeringsverksamheten, 
inriktningsdokument (Version 2.0, Rev 2012-10-30). [Report Pure Purchaser – Competence and 
resource provision and staffing of project organizations within the investment activities, orientation 
document]. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2014). Planläggning av vägar och järnvägar. Version 1.0. 
[Physical planning of roads and railways.] Dnr .2012/85426. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2015). Trafikverkets årsredovisning 2014. [Annual Report 

2014]. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2016). Uppdragsbeskrivning konsultuppdrag. Version 9.0. 
[Work description consultancy commissions. Version 9.0]. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2018). Trafikverkets årsredovisning 2017. [Annual Report 
2017]. 

The Transport Administration Inquiry. (2009a). De statliga beställarfunktionerna och 
anläggningsmarknaden. [The Governmental procurement functions and the construction market.] SOU 
2009:24. Stockholm: Fritzes. 

The Transport Administration Inquiry (2009b). Effektiva transporter och samhällsbyggande – en ny 
struktur för sjö, luft, väg och järnväg. [Efficient transports and built environment – a new structure for sea, 
air, road and railway.] SOU 2009:31. Stockholm: Fritzes. 

The Transport Infrastructure Committee. (2010). Effektivare planering av vägar och järnvägar. 
[More efficient planning of roads and railways.] SOU 2010:57. Stockholm: Fritzes 

 

The study also involved documentation of approximately 20 physical planning processes. 
 

Paper 2 

Swedish Energy Agency (2017). Strategisk plan för omställning av transportsektorn till fossilfrihet. 
[Strategic Plan for Transformation to a Fossil-Free Transport System]. ER 2017:7. Sweden: 
Energimyndigheten. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2015). Inriktningsunderlag inför transportplaneringen för perioden 
2018-2029. [Strategic Orientation Assessment for Transport Infrastructure Planning for the Period 
2018-2029.] Report 2015:180. Sweden: Trafikverket. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2017a). Förslag till nationell plan för transportsystemet 2018-
2029 - remissversion 2017-08-31. [Proposal for National Plan for the Transport System 2018-2029] 
Report 2018:058. Sweden: Trafikverket. 
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Swedish Transport Administration (2017b). Digitaliseringens möjligheter: PM till Nationell plan för 
transportsystemet 2018-2029. [Possibilities of Digitalization – Memo to National Plan for the Transport 

System 2018- 2029] Report 2017:156. Sweden: Trafikverket. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2017c). Forskning och innovation: PM till Nationell plan för 
transportsystemet 2018-2029. [Research and Innovation – Memo to National Plan for the Transport 

System 2018-2029]. Report 2017:153. Sweden: Trafikverket. 

Swedish government (2016a). Vägen till självkörande fordon: försöksverksamhet: delbetänkande. [The 
Road to Self-Driving Vehicles – Tests and Demonstrations]. Sweden: Wolters Kluwer. 

Swedish government (2016b). Taxi och samåkning – idag, i morgon och i övermorgon. [Taxi and ride 
sharing today, tomorrow and the day after tomorrow]. Sweden: Wolters Kluwer. 

Swedish government (2017a). Delningsekonomi: på användarnas villkor. [Sharing Economy – On the 
Terms of the Users]. Sweden: Wolters Kluwer. 

Swedish government (2017b). Från värdekedja till värdecykel: så får Sverige en mer cirkulär ekonomi. 
[From Value Chain to Value Cycle – How Sweden Gets a More Circular Economy]. Sweden: 
Wolters Kluwer. 

Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (2016-2018). Fact sheets and status reports on 
Regeringens strateiska samverkansprogram för framtidens resor och transporter. [The Government 
Partnership Program for the Next Generation’s Travel and Transport]  

Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (2017a). För ett hållbart digitaliserat Sverige - en 
digitaliseringsstrategi. [For sustainable digital transformation in Sweden – a Digital Strategy] 

Ministry of Enterprise and Innovation (2017b). Kombinerad mobilitet som tjänst i Sverige: En 
aktivitet i samverkansprogrammet – nästa generations resor och transporter. [Combined Mobility as a 
Service in Sweden. Roadmap].  

Samtrafiken (2017). Swedish Mobility Program: Den avslutande rapporten för projektet Vitt papper och 
samtidigt ett förbarbete till Swedish Mobility Program. [Swedish Mobility Program – White Paper]. 
Sweden: Samtrafiken. 

Paper 3 

The Parliamentary Committee for Environment and Agriculture (2016). Ett klimatpolitisk 

ramverk för Sverige. Bet. 2016/17:MJU24. 

Environmental Protection Agency (2016). Comments on the strategic orientation assessment proposal. 

Environmental Protection Agency (2017). Comments on the national investment plan proposal. 

National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2016). Comments on the strategic orientation 
assessment proposal. 

Sweden (2015). Government decision N2015/4305/TIF. Uppdrag om att ta fram inriktningsunderlag 

inför transportinfrastrukturplanering för perioden 2018-2029. 

Sweden (2017). Government decision N2017/02312/TIF m.fl. Uppdrag att ta fram förslag till nationell 
trafikslagsövergripande plan för utveckling av transportsystemet och trafikslagsövergripande länsplaner för 
regional transportinfrastruktur. 

Swedish Energy Agency (2016). Comments on the strategic orientation assessment proposal. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2015). Inriktningsunderlag inför transportinfrastrukturplanering 
för perioden 2018–2029. Report 2015:180. 

Swedish Transport Administration (2016a). Styrmedel och åtgärder för att minska transportsystemets 

utsläpp av växthusgaser - med fokus på transportinfrastrukturen. Report 2016:043. 

Swedish Transport Administration STA (2016b). Åtgärder för att minska transportsektorns utsläpp 
av växthusgaser – ett regeringsuppdrag. Report 2016:111. 
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Paper 4 

Swedish Energy Agency (2016). Nulägesrapport inom samordningsuppdraget fossilfri transportsektor. 
ER 2016:25. 

Swedish Energy Agency (2017a). Strategisk plan för omställning av transportsektorn till fossilfrihet. 
ER 2017:7. 

Swedish Energy Agency (2017b). Plan för uppföljning och utvärdering av omställning av 
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Swedish Energy Agency (2020a). Kontrollstation för Strategisk plan för omställning av transportsektorn 
till fossilfrihet. ER 2020:3. 

Swedish Energy Agency (2020b). Underlagsrapport till Kontrollstation för Strategisk plan för 
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Sweden (2015). Government decision M2015/4253/S. Regleringsbrev för budgetåret 2016 avseende 
Statens energimyndighet.  

 

 




