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Abstract. The focus of the present analysis is on the work of drivers in the public road passenger transportation sector in Por-
tugal and on its specific contribution to local development. This approach dissociates itself from the one that places mobility as 
a “paradigm” of the contemporary societies and considers that the increase in mobility registered in the latter years is, in itself, 
revealing of development. For field work, a public transportation line, in an urban context, and a network of lines, in a rural 
context were chosen. In each of these contexts, the drivers’ work was analyzed in real situations and semi-structured interviews 
were held with 16 of them: ten drivers in an urban context and six in a rural context. Considering the point of view of the work 
activity, enabled us to abandon the dominant perspectives that tend to highlight the social inequality of the mobility conditions 
(between those who use a private vehicle and those who need to use public transportation), to reflect on the characteristics of 
the mobility spaces which benefit or limit it, contributing to other inequalities. What is the importance of the space for mobility 
besides its support? How is it considered in the drivers’ work?  
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1.  Introduction 

Mobility constitutes an identity trait for the con-
temporary societies. “Keep Europe moving”: this was 
how it was announced in one of the Commission’s 
Communication to the Council and the European 
Parliament [6], the will to make mobility, at Euro-
pean level, accessible to all citizens, recognizing it as 
an indispensable condition for social and economic 
integration and cohesion. The abolition of border 
controls between Member-States, the free circulation 
of goods, people, services and capital constitute one 
of the pillars of the European construction – article 3 
of the EEC Treaty [18]. 

If mobility breaks the ties imposed by distance, it 
is right to question which are the results generated by 
the effects of people displacements. On the one hand, 
the effects resulting from the increase of individual 
mobility are already well known, such as is the case 

of overcrowding of public space causing traffic jams 
or the increase of pollution and road accidents. The 
right to mobility, as an expression of freedom, runs 
the risk of becoming compromised with the exalta-
tion of individualized models in transportation, which 
supposedly would guarantee added mobility and flex-
ibility. That is to say, the increase on a large scale of 
the use of the car ends up by having a counter effect 
on the intention of being more mobile. On the other 
hand, the layout of the traffic routes also contributes 
to increase the population density in those areas, 
which in articulation with a regular transport system 
may be generator of new centralities and contribute 
to the redesign of the territories [15].   

This means that the transport systems and their 
performance have a differentiated impact on mobil-
ity: subjacent to the register of an increase in mobil-
ity – Eurostat data [8] indicate an increase in the dis-
tances covered by the travelers, in the European Un-
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ion, of about 14%, between 1995 and 2003 – is a 
more evident increasingly use of the car. So, what 
can be said about the collective public means of 
transportation?   

First of all, it is necessary to establish the differ-
ence between transportation and mobility, concepts 
which are often confused and used indiscriminately. 
If transportation corresponds to a tool, to a means of 
access and is synonymous of traveling between “two 
points”, identified as “origin” and “destiny”, mobility 
in Amar’s perspective [1] implies the meaning of a 
feature of the people, the societies or even the territo-
ries (p. 41, free translation). Nevertheless, we dis-
agree with this perspective of mobility, considering 
that it is not a quality per se intrinsic to people or to 
territories. Our approach to mobility consists of un-
derstanding it as a result of options, criteria which 
define it and give it form, that is, as a result of the 
intentionality of the actors which conceive it and 
produce it. In this manner, for us, the passage from 
transportation to mobility refers to the manifestation 
of human activity. 

2.  The (universal?) right to mobility 

Transportation constitutes a condition for participa-
tion in social life, access to schooling, to health, to 
work and other activities and services, and is, there-
fore, equally a condition for social integration and 
citizenship [3]. Moreover, it is because the resources 
required for social life are not equally distributed in 
space, neither are the individuals provided with the 
same opportunities to have access to them, that pub-
lic action in this area is justified and intervention 
regarding the availability of effective transportation 
conditions to ensure social equity.    

The recognition of the legitimacy of this right is 
patent in the notion of public service given to this 
activity sector, as consecrated in the EEC Treaty (ar-
ticle 73.º) [18], and in the requirement to fulfill cer-
tain public service obligations on the part of the ser-
vice companies, as foreseen in Regulation (ECC) n.º 
1191/69, of 26 June [16], related to “the obligation to 
operate, the obligation to carry and tariff obligations” 
(article 2.º, item 2).  

The imposition of these obligations is, nowadays, 
even more relevant, considering that following the 
90s of the 20th Century, other logic became impera-
tive in the sector. The “common transportation pol-
icy”, registered since the EEC Treaty, was achieved 
only in this period, as well as the guidelines which it 

foresees, coherent with an organization based on a 
market logic and on the free play of competition [19].  

The most paradigmatic example of these guidelines 
corresponds to the experience of the liberalization of 
the bus service in the United Kingdom, which fa-
vored “direct competition on “the road” and free 
pricing. Quality safeguards are restricted to minimum 
safety requirements” [7, p.40]. The cost for the users 
of this initiative was immediately felt, starting by the 
lack of integration of the different means of transport 
(articulating the road and railway services), besides 
the “information to passengers became non-existent 
because of competition between companies” [7, 
p.40].  

Outside the European context, the existence of non 
regulated transport markets is observed in various 
cities of the said “developing” countries: in certain 
African, Asian, Latin American countries, the major-
ity of the services are provided by private competing 
companies, organized groups or on an individual 
basis, and the means frequently used, besides the 
traditional bus, may be the mini-bus, vans or private 
vehicles [20]. These transport systems are often of a 
precarious nature, in spite of the high demand (not 
very high indicators of ownership of private vehi-
cles), taking into account, namely: the priority given 
to the reduction of the fare prices in detriment of in-
vestment on safety, reliability and comfort, the low 
capacity to invest in other forms of collective trans-
portation; lack of regulation for road circulation (bus-
lanes, traffic lights priority system for public trans-
portation, …).  
  

2.1. Mobility in a national context: what remains 
invisible in the “general surveys on mobility”? 

The execution of surveys to define the traveling of 
individuals in a determined territorial context is 
based, not rarely, on the construction of matrices 
origin/destiny, which highlight the place of origin 
and destiny of the journey, normally the one on 
which the respondent is intercepted [4].  

With the “general surveys on mobility”, of a na-
tional nature, carried out every ten years in a more 
global scope of the census surveys, the aim is to ob-
tain information which will enable allow to charac-
terize mobility of short duration of the resident popu-
lation, by means of a set of variables such as the 
number of journeys made, time of journeys, duration 
of journeys, means of transportation used, among 
other factors [4].  
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The critical observation of what was registered on 
displacements also enabled us to define our position 
when faced with this “picture” of mobility: “more 
than the sum of the journeys carried out on public 
space for a set population, mobility is the dynamic 
expression of the life of a society on its territory” [5, 
p.114, free translation]. Moreover, one of the para-
doxes of these surveys relates precisely to the time 
gap of their production: the general surveys on mo-
bility take place every ten years and, in reality, the 
data on mobility appears to be much less stable than 
we may think. 

 These surveys frequently express a functionalist 
view, of reference to the places of departure and arri-
val, of the motives for the journeys and their respec-
tive duration and of the means of transportation used. 
However, they never or very rarely deal with the real 
displacement conditions effectively provided [10], 
considering the transportation options which people 
have access to, since the use of a certain means of 
transportation is not always deliberate, but may be 
taken for lack of other alternatives.  

We, therefore, consider that other approaches have 
to be pursued in order to show what is also happen-
ing in the real work situation of those who transport. 

2.2. An analysis of collective mobility 

With the steady increase in the use of individual 
transportation, there was a turnaround in the outlook 
towards collective transportation and its importance 
as a more “sustainable” means of transportation (less 
polluting, generating less traffic congestion) became 
evident. Nevertheless, a project of sustainable mobil-
ity can not be defined benefiting only, or especially, 
an intervention regarding the costs associated with an 
increase in the number of displacements; on the con-
trary, the costs of reduced mobility, the limitations at 
the level of accessibility, the situation of the suburbs, 
the demographic differences, require that the “resid-
ual” statute [17] is abandoned which, at times, is 
given to these conditions. 

 The delimitation of the terrain of analysis in this 
sector could not be indifferent to these territorial dis-
parities. Contrary to emphasis on the movements in 
the space or on what limits them, we also endeavored 
to understand what gives “form” to mobility, and 
territory is one of the determinants of its possible 
configuration. We assumed that mobility cannot be 
thought about “desadherence”, or at a distance from 
the territorial specificities, even if the notion of terri-
tory is polysemous, simultaneously defining a space 

which is not neutral or appropriate, a governance 
delimited space, but at the same time a collective 
space to provide “common interest” and sharing of 
values.   

Based on what has been discussed, we propose the 
study of a specific form of mobility by public trans-
portation – collective passenger transportation by 
road – with emphasis on the intentionality of the ac-
tors who take part in this mobility system and in their 
unique contribution to the change in the dynamics of 
collective life.   

3. Methodology 

3.1. Research questions 

The concept that mobility is produced and a pro-
ducer of places, has made us choose to consider in 
our study the work of the drivers, integrated in the 
research not only as “transporters”, but also as pro-
ducers of accessibility and mobility conditions.  

We fully subscribe an interpolation shared by [14]: 
at a time of assertion of the “right to mobility” and 
declaration of a “generalized mobility” [9], is this not 
an attempt to conceal the existing inequalities, with 
false debates? If the objective of mobility is to pro-
mote accessibility to individuals located in places 
that are differentiated, will mobility also be un-
equally accessible?  
 

 

3.2. Sample 

 
Included in the scientific tradition of the ergonom-

ics of the activity, two case studies are presented in 
the scope of this research, developed in an urban con-
text and a rural context. 

 Besides the analyses of the activity carried out in a 
real work context, semi-structured interviews took 
place with 16 drivers – 10 drivers that work in the 
bus line under study, in an urban context, and 6 driv-
ers that work in one or more bus lines integrated in 
the same transport network, in a rural context. It is to 
be referred that the criteria for the choice of the driv-
ers included the access conditions to those workers 
and their availability, as well as their work experi-
ence on the selected lines.  
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3.3.  Procedures for data collection and data 
treatment 

The methodology of case study is defined by Yin 
[21], as “an empirical investigation which studies a 
contemporary phenomenon in its real context, espe-
cially when the boundaries between the phenomenon 
and its context are not clearly evident” (p. 13, free 
translation). 

The two case studies that we present have in com-
mon the fact that they were developed with an un-
avoidable reference to the analysis of the drivers’ 
work activity, in real context. The first case takes as 
analysis axis a specific bus line which is run by three 
distinct companies, in an urban context. Our second 
case study has as common denominator the emphasis 
on the drivers’ work and on its perspective, but in a 
different context – this study is part of a redesign 
project of the public transport network of a council 
area in the Center of Portugal.  

In the scope of the analyses of the work activity 
carried out, in real context, observation was the main 
technique. The aim was to identify and understand 
the characteristics and determinants as well as conse-
quences of the activity in each specific context.  

With regards to the workers discourse on their 
work activity, interviews were held on issues related 
to criteria on the more relevant features of the trans-
portation system, the options of work organization 
and the strategies developed by the companies and 
drivers, according to the objectives defined for the 
provision of this public service. All the interviews 
were recorded and transcribed, followed by an analy-
sis of the content with the use of Tropes1 software. 
The use of quantification, based on the analysis of 
the content, took place through a statistical technique 
which facilitates the organization and interpretation 
of the data – the “Principal Component Analysis” 
(PCA) [12]. 

4. Results and discussion 

The results showed that, at least two variables (in-
dependent variables), characterizing the drivers and 
their work, were more differentiating in their dis-
course: these were “the performance context” (ur-
ban/rural) and the variable that we identify as “un-
ionization” (drivers trade union members/ drivers not 
union members).  
                                                 
1 The Tropes version used corresponds to the 7.0 USB version, 
distributed by CYBERLEX (http://www.cyberlex.pt). 

From the reading of the graph of figure 1, we may 
highlight the fact that in relation to the first dimen-
sion (abcissa axis), which represents 35,70% of the 
total variance, we verify an opposition between the 
category “territory” and the categories “protagonists” 
and organization and service provision”, although it 
is the latter variable which polarizes the differences. 
It is also observed that the ones who most mention 
“territory” are the participants who work in a rural 
context and are non union members, while those who 
most mention “protagonists” and “organization and 
service provision” are the participants who work in 
an urban context and are union members.  
  In an urban context, the references in category “ter-
ritory” are associated to conflicts in the use of the 
space (namely, the places and times of highest con-
gestion). The drivers in the rural context, on the other 
hand, refer more to the difficulties in the use of the 
space for collective mobility (topographic features of 
the territory which interfere with the bus circulation) 
and, which justify the fact that for some people the 
use of public transport remains inaccessible. This is 
even more relevant, knowing that the number of daily 
bus services is very limited, taking into account the 
low population density which characterizes this re-
gion. The analyses of the activity also showed that 
these drivers often have to make detours to the de-
fined route plan, in an attempt to ensure that the bus 
routes are closer for some people.  
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Fig. 1 - Graphic representation of the dimensions found at PCA with positioning of the active variables (discourse categories) and the supple-
mentary variables (age, seniority, union membership, performance context). 

Legend: “Active variables” (dependent variables): points filled in grey; “Supplementary variables” (independent variables) squares filled in 
dark grey and identification written in italics. 

 
 
These results show the immediate need for two dis-

tinct approaches on “territory”: for the drivers in an 
urban context, the notion of territory is associated 
with an attempt to control the space, a space which is 
always limited and on which conflicts inherent to its 
use take place [11]; for the drivers in a rural context, 
the notion of territory “imposes” itself in the drivers’ 
work activity. On the one hand, the spaces defined 
for transport are not always facilitators of collective 
passenger transport, on the other hand, taking into 
account that this refers to territories where a lower 
population density is registered, the bus route does 
not always ensure proximity to the areas of residence 
or its easy access. These constraints were observed in 
the studies of the activity in real working context, as 
well as the attempts of the drivers in order to redes-
ign the “territories of collective mobility”.  

If we consider the variable “unionization”, we ob-
serve that the drivers that are not union members are 
the ones that most talk about territory, referring to it 
as a restricting factor in their activity; the drivers who 
are union members, in turn, talk more about “pro-
tagonists” and “organization and service provision”. 
The fact that they are union members contributes, in 
this case, to a point of view more focused on the ac-
tors who intervene in the design and implementation 

who intervene in the design and implementation of 
the transport services and in the work organization 
options defined according to the objectives pursued 
by the companies. If the non union member drivers 
seem to focus more on their concrete and unique ex-
perience, and the union member drivers more on the 
options that define everyone’s work, we may also 
identify here the argument between a “conscious in-
dividual”, held by the former, in relation to a “collec-
tive consciousness” revealed by the latter’s point of 
view [13]. 

In relation to the second dimension (ordinate axis), 
which represents 23,77% of the total variance, we 
verify a positive saturation in the category “charac-
teristics of the means of transportation”. It is mainly 
the non union drivers who make statements that we 
associate with this category of analysis. In effect, it is 
a category which includes excerpts which correspond 
to descriptions about what characterizes the bus 
transport system. It is not necessarily a category 
crossed by the activity, by what is experienced in the 
real context. The drivers refer to this category men-
tioning the type of most frequent users of the service 
they provide, the times and places of circulation, 
their work tools, that is, the notion of displacement in 
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space-time is more enhanced here than the references 
to the specific conditions inherent to their work. 

5. Conclusions 

The design of a public transport service frequently 
has as reference the model of urban mobility, based 
on a repetitive principle: the same transport, the same 
itinerary, for everybody and at the same time [2]. The 
low population density which is a feature of certain 
areas requires, however, an adjustment of the public 
transport network to the demand variations, more 
visible in this type of contexts. In the absence of reg-
ular intervention on these public transport networks, 
it is the drivers’ work that comes up as an “adjust-
ment variable” of the transport system itself to the 
concrete needs of the users, even though their point 
of view is not always recognized, nor their specific 
contribution.  

The course of our research did not assume, at first, 
the territory as a category of analysis. On the con-
trary, if in effect we assumed a “terrain approach”, a 
terrain which we chose since it allowed us to accom-
pany intervention projects in process, the importance 
of an analysis of the mobility “embedded” in the ter-
ritory, ended up by moving our analysis, integrating 
it in the reflections produced in the scope of this 
study. 

If, on the one hand, the places or rather their char-
acteristics determine the type of possible journeys, on 
the other hand, these journeys which produce “prox-
imity” also create places and, in this manner, there is 
the need to recognize the territory not as a form of 
indexation of the phenomena to be analyzed, but 
even as an object of research, as a category of analy-
sis allowing other elements to be considered in the 
apprehension of the reality.  

The promotion of local development, in part de-
termined by an intervention on the conditions of mo-
bility, should not neglect the consideration of the 
work activity contribution, more than assuming that 
it is an attribute of the territories and the people, 
which would ultimately end up by reducing the pos-
sibility of change. What we intend to sustain is that 
the initiatives assumed by the drivers in their activity, 
in a micro level of analysis, cannot be disarticulated 
from other measures of collective action in the scope 
of mobility.  
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