
Summary 

Studies of car-sharing practices in  

sustainability transitions of mobility systems: 

System reconfigurations, Social Practice Perspectives,  

and a proposal for a Practice Innovation System (PIS) approach 

 
What happens to the mobility system when alternatives to the dominance of car ownership appear? 

How can we understand the dynamics of change and continuity when new alternatives to the 

dominant ways of doing things arise? This thesis provides analyses of such dynamics.   

 

While existing automobility-based transportation systems provide numerous benefits, the negative 

societal impacts are enormous, and innovations that could change them have the potential to 

combat or reinforce the status quo system of ‘automobility’ (Axsen & Sovacool, 2019). Lock-ins 

in automobility, the emergence of car-sharing services, and the development of the sharing 

economy have motivated this research.  

 

The objective of the thesis is to understand how car sharing relates to and affects current mobility 

systems. The research material consists of four empirical studies of car-sharing practices as regards 

changes towards sustainable mobility, plus a review of literature on practices in transition studies. 

Qualitative methods, with data from stakeholder workshops and household interviews in Norway, 

Sweden, and the Netherlands, and interviews with providers in Norway, are used for the studies.   

 

The overall research question guiding this thesis is: How do car-sharing practices influence the 

dynamics of change and continuity towards environmental sustainability in established mobility 

systems characterized by the dominance of car ownership?       

 

The following research questions are addressed in the five studies:  

1. How does the use of car sharing in Oslo today relate to and influence the established use of 

privately owned cars? Are these relations part of a transition towards sustainable mobility? 

2. Under which conditions are car-sharing practices reproduced, and what are the implications of 

this reproduction for a transition to sustainable mobility? 

3. How does car sharing emerge differently in different places, amid particular local, established 

mobility practices?   

4. How do car-sharing providers shape car-sharing practices, and with what implications? 

5. How are theories of social practice applied in sustainability transition research? 

 

Paper 1 studies how car sharing interferes with car-owning. Presenting examples of the household 

use of car-sharing, with three forms of reconfiguration – competing, co-existing and 

complementary – I explain the relationship between the new use of car-sharing and the established 

dominance of car-owning.  

 

Paper 2 studies how car sharing is stabilized in the current mobility system, with three specific 

ways of reproducing car-sharing practices: (a) FUSS: Frequent, Unplanned, Short-term, and 

Small-car use, (b) POLL: Planned, Occasional, Longer-term, and Larger-car use; and (c) PERC: 



Purpose Elected from Range of Cars. These practice-as-performances are essential for 

understanding the conditions under which the practices are reproduced.  

 

Paper 3 studies how the introduction of car sharing affects established mobility practices by 

bringing changes in shared elements and actor-specific elements for travelling, regulating and 

operating. Comparative analysis of the cases of Rotterdam, Malmö, and Oslo shows that new 

digital technologies and regulations are important, affecting business models and the social 

meaning of mobility towards broader acceptance of access-based transportation. 

 

Paper 4 studies how providers contribute to various kinds of car sharing, and how car-sharing 

providers shape car-sharing practices. More services lead to a broader understanding of what car 

sharing entails – explained as practice-as-entity – and contribute to shaping practices in the 

recursive relationship between practice-as-entity and practice-as-performance.  

 

Paper 5 is a literature review of 83 articles that studies how social practices theories (SPTs) are 

applied in sustainability transition research and proposes a Practice-Innovation-System (PIS) 

approach. The review shows how SPTs are applied in studies of system change by i) considering 

change and continuity in practice elements, niches and regimes, ii) connecting consumption and 

production, iii) going beyond user practices, iv) mapping diffusions of innovations in daily life 

and v) examining policy implications and interventions. I propose a ‘3x3’ conceptual PIS 

framework consisting of three elements (meaning, material and competence), three levels (niche, 

regime and landscape), and three layers (practice-as-performance, practice-as-connections and 

practice-as-entity). I propose the PIS approach to conceptualize the practice paradigm for 

innovation studies and sustainability transition research. The approach is aimed at not only 

studying practices but also studying innovations and system change through a practice-theoretical 

perspective. 

I discuss how the papers study reconfigurations of regimes and practice elements and, with this, 

show how car sharing plays a role in reconfiguring the automobility system to an (auto)mobility 

system through change and continuity. The () parentheses in the title of this thesis indicate the 

changing role of the auto; the car is still part of the mobility system but plays a less dominant role. 

With ‘a car-sharing reconfiguration’, the (auto) is still part of this system, both through car-sharing 

and through a continuation of car-ownership. This is in line with previous research stating that car-

sharing is both immersed in, and distinct from, the regime of automobility.  Car-sharing contributes 

to reconfiguring the automobility system into an (auto) mobility system by providing access to 

cars, whereby car use becomes an occasional practice rather than a daily one.  

Instead of taking the demand for cars as fixed and striving to meet that demand through EVs, this 

thesis can serve as an alternative approach to studying what can change the expected ‘normality’ 

of car demand. I show that car-sharing is not about adding more cars to solve the same needs: 

rather, it contributes to changing the perception of ‘normality’ or expectations of the taken for 

granted demand for cars.  

This has implications for policy and society. First, I show how some households repeatedly use 

car-sharing, and these lessons can be helpful for those who want to engage more with car-sharing. 

Second, I suggest that car-sharing should be treated as Access-Based Car (ABC) use, going beyond 

‘sharing-economy concepts’. This is relevant for the debate on policy support for car-sharing 



actors, especially regarding the differences between cooperatives and other providers. Third, I hold 

that specific actions targeted indirectly at car-sharing would be valuable to promote car-sharing 

practices further. Changing existing mobility practices – such as increased walking, cycling, public 

transport, home deliveries, or working-from-home solutions – to encourage the occasional use of 

cars would pave the way for acceptance of access-based models, among travellers, operators and 

planners alike. For car-sharing to contribute to environmental sustainability in personal urban 

mobility, it is essential to work on different ways of reducing the daily use of cars, so that car-

sharing can become a viable option.  

Paper 1 finds that car-sharing acts help to promote reduced car-ownership, and changing and 

reducing the overall use of cars. However, there are limits to its contribution to environmental 

sustainability because of the continued use of fossil fuel cars in car-sharing services and the 

continued dependence on privately used cars. Paper 2 supports a cautious view, in the shift from 

owning to accessing, car-sharing is linked to other stable practices that still require personal car 

use. Paper 3 further shows that car sharing connects to the reduction of the daily use of cars.  Car 

sharing is a viable option for the occasional use of cars. Meaning that the reduction in daily car 

use is reliant on changes beyond the introduction of car sharing. Interventions should thus not only 

be directed at car-sharing per se: rather, it should be on urban mobility in general. Further, in some 

places, car-sharing is a solution for accessing EVs and a step towards car-free cities. Paper 4 further 

supports this, showing that car-sharing is part of ‘moving mobility’ with many ongoing changes, 

including access-based mobility, towards a ‘system of mobility’.  

 


