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Context

• The Brussels Region: one of the most congested area in Europe, despite 
alternative to personal motorised transport

• A few figures:
• 50% of people making at least one trip nearly every day in 2024 (57% of workers)

• Average daily travel time: 64 minutes, with an average distance travelled of 27 km

• 60% of round trips are made mainly by car (65% for workers)

• 78% of the total daily distance is travelled by car (8% for workers)

• Commuting: 16% of journeys, 32% of the distance travelled by Belgian adults

• Commuting: 65% car, 6% train, 7% bus, tram, metro, 14% bicycle, 5% foot

89% in autosolism



Conceptual framework: social theory of practices
Behaviour (1/8 of the explanation) versus pratice (7/8)

Practice

Behaviour



Institutionalised 
knowledge and

explicit rules

Know-how & 
habits            

Understandings       Meanings, values

Technologies and
material 

arrangements

Practice as a nexus: Schatzki (1996) and Reckwitz (2002)

Practice
(doings &
sayings)
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-- for 
company

cars

Institutionalised knowledge and rules: 

highway code, fiscal rules 
for company cars

Know-how & habits:

driving & navigation 
skills, knowledge & 

practice of alternative 
means of transport, 

knowledge of
economical driving                   

Meanings: autonomy, 
social success, 

efficiency, safety
++ with company cars

Material arrangements: roads, 
highways, cars, signs… 

company cars: bigger, +electric 
+powerful, longer trips

Practice as a nexus: Schatzki (1996) and Reckwitz (2002)

Car 
commuting

practice
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Source: Bartiaux & Habay, 2024 
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Methods

•Published statistics

•22 in-depth interviews with daily commuters 
(12 company cars)
• Variety of ages, genders, locations and car types, whether 

private or company-owned
• Realised by my students during the springs of 2022 and 2023
• Common guide of questions 
• Common frame for a content analysis



Own car

Company car

Mobility budget 
(kick-scooter + train)

Spring 2023

• Common guides
for interviews,

• and for analysis
(content analysis)

→ Individuals
interviewed/ 
practice as unit of 
analysis
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22 in-depth interviews with daily commuters to the Brussels Region



Results: 1) Change by a modal shift (2005 – 2024)
• - 8.1% of commuting trips by autosolism, yet they still account for 

61.4% of commuting trips in 2024

• Continuous modal shift towards cycling, spec. in Brussels (+670% in 
20 years)

• Stability (10%) of the modal share by train

Large differences between the 3 Regions

•BUT the transport sector = 25.1% of GHG emissions in 2023 
•With the highest increase (+18.4% since 1990)



Annual evolution of GHG emissions in different sectors
(1990-2024)

in kilotonnes of CO₂ equivalent Source: CLIMAT.BE



Results: 2) Recrafting a practice through its components
•Rules
•Mobility budget
• 3 pillars: 

• a greener car (fully electric from 2026)
• and/or budget for public transport, electric scooters or bicycles, + 

for housing costs (conditions)
• Wage supplement if any remaining amount 

• Since 2019, slow adoption, but slow progress 
• Mandatory in 2027 for enterprises with 50+ workers, in 2028 if 

15-49 workers, optional if <15
• ‘It’s always a hassle finding parking because my workplace is 

right next to the central station [in Brussels]. (…) I don’t have 
any problems with parking my car, finding it again or worrying 
about potential fines. That’s the big practical advantage. And 
for me, there’s also the environmental aspect.’ (Joseph, 34, 
engineer)



Number of company cars and mobility budget (no car)

Source: 
SPFMT

(2025c: 3)



Results: 2) Recrafting a practice through its components
•Rules
•Mobility budget
• 10-year Good Move mobility plan

• Adopted by the Brussels regional government in March 2021
• Aims: to reduce the predominance of cars in the city and to 

promote alternative modes of transport and their combination
• Large-scale consultations before it but multiple local objections
• ‘So, I discovered the car in Brussels with Good Move. If you ask my 

colleagues who have been there longer, it’s been a real nuisance for 
them (laughs). Because all the streets around the hospital have 
been closed to traffic in one direction or the other. It was quite 
complicated at first, but now I think everyone has got used to it.’
(Émilie, 30, surgeon)



Opposition to Good Move: Badmove.be



Results: 2) Recrafting a practice through its components
•Rules

• Mobility budget

• 10-year Good Move mobility plan

•New rules for the engine of company cars
• From 2026 onwards, new company cars will need to be fully 

electric to remain attractive from a tax avoidance perspective
•→ 2024-25: increase of number of electric cars by 55.4%

(254,240 in 2024 to 395,188 in 2025) (82% = company cars)
• ‘I’m switching to electric next month because they’re changing 

the entire fleet’ (Kevin, 23, engineer), who had just received 
his first company car a few months earlier.



Results: 2) Recrafting a practice through its components
•Understandings
• Pragmatic versatility

• Marie (60, employee) gets up early to reach a car park near 
Brussels on time, before it fills up. She then takes the metro into 
the city centre to avoid driving in Brussels' traffic jams.

• Laura (26, bioengineer and consultant) uses public transport to 
visit her client every Tuesday and drives to her workplace in 
Brussels every Thursday, working from home on the other days.

• Two young IT professionals, Grégoire (27) and Manuel (30), drive to 
Brussels in their company car and then use public transport or walk 
to visit clients.

• Hubert (deputy CEO, 53) saves time by taking the metro into the 
centre of Brussels for early morning meetings.



Results: 2) Recrafting a practice through its components

•Meanings, values
•Decrease of autonomy and efficiency due to congestion
• ‘It’s not far [6.2 km], but there are traffic jams in the morning. 

It’s Brussels, so you’re betting on a journey that takes 15 to 20 
minutes, but it can be up to 40 minutes, plus the time spent 
looking for a parking space — even though I have a parking 
card.’ (Hubert, deputy CEO, 53)

• Social success of the car decreases with the mobility 
budget???



Results: 2) Recrafting a practice through its components

•Material arrangements
• Increase of number of vehicles by 74% since 1990 (56% 

for private cars)
• Increase of average distance travelled
• Increase of vehicles’ size and weight (SUVs…)
→ parking difficulties, congestion and road deterioration



Results: 3) Change in the interlocking of two or 
more practices: commuting + teleworking 

• In 2024-2025, 31% work from home at least one day per week (36% 
in Brussels)

• Among the commuters autosolist, 26% telework 1+ day/week

•→ 14 000 000 km not driven by car per working day, thanks to 
teleworking (and 32 000 000 km in total) 

• BUT nearly offset by an increase of people in employment (+21.9% 
between mid-2019 and mid-2025)

•→ Despite teleworking, ‘the decline in the number of cars 
used to commute to work has only been slight, estimated at 
4.5%’ (SPFMT, 2026a, p. 57)



Results: 4) Change in the practitioners’ cohorts

• Increased age for obtaining the driving licence: 
from 21 years and 11 months in 2000 to 22 years and 5 months in 
2023
→ longer to develop other mobility habits, such as using public 
transport or active travel

•BUT more than offset by an increase of people employed 
and their cars (+ numerous, bigger, + powerful)



Summary

• Source: https://mobilit.belgium.be/fr/publications/conference-
enquete-federale-deplacements-domicile-travail-les-presentations

https://mobilit.belgium.be/fr/publications/conference-enquete-federale-deplacements-domicile-travail-les-presentations
https://mobilit.belgium.be/fr/publications/conference-enquete-federale-deplacements-domicile-travail-les-presentations


Conclusion

• Less commuting cars BUT more GHG emissions
→ Practice theory useful to understand this paradox

• Fiscal rules for company cars, material arrangements, 
understandings and meanings converge in the practice of 
commuting by car, ‘solidifying’ it and generating lock-in, 
which makes changing the practice less likely. 

•Conversely, to significantly change a practice, modifications 
should occur in each component and converge in the same 
direction.
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