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a b s t r a c t

This paper’s goal is to propose a set of perspectives on how mobile phones and computers might affect
travel: by tapping into basic needs of travellers; by affecting some preconditions for its spatial configu-
ration; and by altering its costs and benefits. In the age of ‘‘digital nomadism,’’ mobile technology is likely
to play an important role for the new mobility and work-life arrangements put into practice by a multi-
tude of creative knowledge professionals. What emerges from our multi-perspective exploration is the
realisation that mobile technology might offer people numerous new reasons to be mobile: by making
them more informed; more capable of using a larger variety of physical spaces and re-negotiating obli-
gations in real-time; and potentially more efficient in the allocation of their travel time and resources. On
the other hand, it also appears that mobile technology can impose new burdens on travellers and make
travel less appealing in some ways. Additional research is called for to improve our understanding of the
circumstances under which each of these opposing outcomes occurs. The findings from such research
could be used to better calibrate traffic simulation models, as well as to weigh the implications of emerg-
ing forms of travel behaviour for the environment.

� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction ‘‘nomads at last?’’

An April, 2008, report from The Economist, titled ‘‘Nomads at
last,’’ referred to an alleged change in people’s lives and mobility
styles following the advent of mobile technology: cell phones, lap-
top computers, tablet PCs, personal digital assistants, and hybrids
(The Economist, 2008). While acknowledging the business inter-
ests vested in promoting a buzz around the ‘‘mobile revolution’’
(Steinbock, 2005), the evidence is compelling that such technology
is, in fact, evolving very fast. Not only are technologies unimagined
only a decade ago widely available today, but a broad array of new
work-life arrangements are being put into practice.

These transformations are often backed by employers, especially
big corporations and global players, who increasingly allow their
employees to telecommute, equip them with laptops, tablets, and
mobile phones, and introduce ubiquitous Wi-Fi connectivity and
hot desking.1 Ultimately, they understand that, in a knowledge

economy, the balance is changing. Fewer workers need to be where
work and information are, while more often work and information
can be where workers want to be. This makes sense if we consider
that the raw materials of knowledge work are digitised rather than
tied to physical locations.

Ongoing changes in people’s mobility are difficult to track by
means of traditional statistics. We are at the initial stages of ‘‘mea-
suring the measurable’’ (Mokhtarian et al., 2005), which calls for
much additional research. Consequently, we still don’t know how
to measure the alleged ‘‘nomadism’’ because of an inherent diffi-
culty in defining and measuring it.2 Rather, we talk about telecom-
muting or mobile work. Until recently most scientific research on the
implications of technology for travel has focused on home and office
computers, and less so on those (mobile) technologies that accom-
pany us in the travel itself.

The very fact of having access to a portable device is likely to have
repercussions for the way we move, as have other innovative devices
that entered the travel realm in the past, from compasses to bicycles,
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1 Wikipedia defines ‘‘hot desking’’ as an office organisation system that involves
multiple workers using a single physical work station or surface during different time
periods (Wikipedia, 2014c).

2 In an article whose neutrality is disputed, Wikipedia defines ‘‘digital nomads’’ as
‘‘individuals that leverage digital technologies to perform their work duties, and more
generally conduct their lifestyle in a nomadic manner. Such workers typically work
remotely—from home, coffee shops and public libraries to collaborate with teams
across the globe’’ (Wikipedia, 2014b).
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and from umbrellas to automobiles. Their common rationale is
enhancing human capability in travel by providing orientation,
protecting against the rain, increasing the speed and decreasing
the effort of movement, (and now) allowing access to information
and communication while on the go (see the concept of human
extensibility in, e.g., Janelle, 1973; Janelle and Gillespie, 2004).

The advent of mobile devices stemmed from an economic and
societal drive toward higher personal freedom, productivity, and
efficiency in a post-industrial globalisation context (Castells et al.,
2006). The ability to access communication and information
resources ‘‘anytime, anywhere’’ not only is considered a means to
liberate the individual from a dependency on specific physical
places to carry out the desired activities, but also is viewed as a
means to become more efficient in the allocation of scarce resources
(i.e. time for work and leisure activities) – e.g., through more infor-
mation and greater travel coordination – in order to be able to pack
in a larger number of activities in the same amount of time (Lenz
and Nobis, 2007). Thus, mobile technology offers an enhanced abil-
ity for individuals to choose where they want to be – to some extent,
freeing themselves from the ‘‘yoke’’ of place-based constraints and
the travel required to conform to them. At the same time (even aside
from applications specifically designed to enhance travel-related
information such as GPS, digital maps, and real-time traffic informa-
tion, among others), mobile technology makes travel a richer expe-
rience and an easier one to pursue – but also a heavier burden due to
the expectation that the traveller will now remain reachable and
productive while away. The latter effect may not only apply to trips
that would have occurred anyway, but could also facilitate new
trips, given that those same expectations are supposed to amelio-
rate the effects of being physically absent, which may lead, for
example, to an employer assigning more travel than the employee
or the family desires.

If we are to understand the implications of technology for tra-
vel, we must grapple with how people balance these effects, both
contradictory and complementary: freedom from travel, freedom
to travel, and the bondage of travel. To do so, in turn, requires us
to revisit a fundamental question: ‘‘what drives people to travel
in the first place?’’ Only by a more thorough comprehension of
those motives can we expect to understand why travel continues
to increase (aside from short-term effects due to a global recession-
ary economy) at the very time it becomes easier than ever to forgo.

In this paper we first answer this question by assembling sev-
eral different but useful perspectives on it, and then leverage those
perspectives to help us better distinguish and comprehend the
likely impacts of mobile technology on travel. This paper specifi-
cally has the travel of creative knowledge professionals in mind,3

and some of our discussion pertains most cogently to that group of
workers. However, many of the perspectives we present also apply
(with varying degrees of strength) to people in other occupations
and in realms of life other than work. By focusing on basic assump-
tions, we construct a number of hypotheses about how mobile tech-
nologies might be spatially reconfiguring the ‘‘playing field’’ of
human travel. We ground these hypotheses in the preliminary evi-
dence of which we are aware, and use creativity as a further source
of informed speculation. Our hope is that this discussion will provide
a lens (or set of lenses) through which this subject can profitably be
viewed, and might inspire and inform future novel and creative
research questions on the treated topics.

The paper is organised as follows: in the next section we review a
selected set of conceptual frameworks, developed in the past and

related to the primitive drives of travel behaviour. In Section 3 we
use those frameworks to build a series of hypotheses and theoretical
constructs on how mobile technology might affect travel: the way it
addresses some basic human needs; the way it interacts with four
distinguished classes of preconditions for travel; the way it impacts
the spatial configuration of activities and trips; and the way it
affects the costs and benefits of travel. We conclude the paper by
recognising the need for empirical evaluation of the many hypoth-
eses presented, in particular to identify which types of people are
more receptive to mobile technology-induced behavioural change.

2. Drives and facilitators of travel: some anchors in the
literature4

By drives of human behaviour, we mean broad and general cat-
egories of motivations into which a number of more specific rea-
sons can be grouped. Typologies of such drives appear in a
variety of disciplinary contexts, including psychology, sociology,
geography, economics, and marketing research, as well as in sev-
eral interdisciplinary fields. Drives should be distinguished from
facilitators of (or constraints on) human behaviour. Drives are
the fundamental motivations to act a certain way. According to
Mokhtarian and Salomon (1994), the drives can be assumed to
be generated largely from lifestyle orientations toward work, fam-
ily, leisure, and ideology. Facilitators/constraints are factors that
serve to make an alternative course of action either easier or more
difficult to choose, respectively. The same factor (such as cost) can
be either a facilitator or a constraint, depending on whether it is
present in a positive (low cost) or negative (high cost) sense. But
it differs from a drive in that, no matter how many facilitators
are present (or constraints are absent), a behaviour does not occur
unless there is a drive to do it.

In the following subsections, we briefly introduce three per-
spectives on the drives and facilitators of human (travel) behav-
iour. These perspectives are by no means mutually exclusive.
However, they do exemplify alternative disciplinary views of moti-
vations for human behaviour in general, and travel in particular,
that we find useful in thinking about the impact of mobile technol-
ogy on travel. In Section 3, we will argue that mobile technology
interacts with the facilitators/constraints of travel (Section 3.1,
on ‘‘needs of travellers’’ and Section 3.4 on ‘‘costs and benefits’’).
We also introduce four classes of ‘‘preconditions’’ of travel (involv-
ing both facilitators/constraints and drives) that are affected by
mobile technology (Section 3.2).

2.1. Travelling to fulfill psychological needs

The discipline of psychology has long studied what prompts
people to behave in a particular way. The best-known theory of
motivation must be that of Maslow’s (1943; 1954) hierarchy of
human needs. According to Maslow’s theory, human beings act
to fulfill unsatisfied needs, which can be organised into a hierarchy
or pyramid – in which the most primary level of needs (i.e. physi-
ological needs) sits at the bottom and the most advanced (i.e. self-
actualization) sits at the top (Fig. 1).

As shown in Table 1, Maslow’s needs can be used to derive some
of the most common motivations or drives for travel and mobility;
i.e., forms of travel demand. However, as we will see in Section 3.1,
those needs may also serve as facilitators to, or constraints on,
travel.

The listed motivations that can be derived from Maslow’s the-
ory relate to the standard triad of travel purposes (Reichman,
1976):

3 Florida (2002: 8) says that the Creative Class is a class of workers whose job is to
create meaningful new forms, and is composed of scientists and engineers, university
professors, poets and architects, and also includes ‘‘people in design, education, arts,
music and entertainment, whose economic function is to create new ideas, new
technology and/or creative content’’ (Wikipedia, 2014a).

4 Portions of this section appear in a companion paper (Mokhtarian et al., 2014a).
There is essentially no other overlap between the two papers.
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