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Polycentric workplace location – a measure 
to reduce car traffic in urban areas?

• Planning policy documents increasingly promote the ‘polycentric 
city’ as a measure to promote sustainable mobility in urban areas, 
underpinned by concepts such as ‘jobs-housing balance’. 

• A widespread assumption is that location of new jobs to compact, 
transit-oriented suburban employment centers will reduce travel 
distances and discourage car driving 

• Studies have shown that residents of neighborhoods with high 
availability of local jobs tend to commute shorter distances and 
drive less than residents of neighborhoods with a deficit of jobs

• This still does not mean that higher local jobs-housing balances 
have reduced commuting distances and car driving at a 
metropolitan scale



What do debaters mean by polycentric?

• Polycentricity at a national scale?
• Polycentricity at a provincial scale
• Polycentricity within the 

functional urban region?
• Polycentricity within the 

morphological city?



Three transport-related claims raised 
about polycentric urban development

• “Polycentric urban 
development offers 
shorter travel 
distances”

• “Polycentric urban 
development 
therefore results in 
less car traffic”

• “(Transit-oriented) 
polycentric urban 
development leads to 
more use of public 
and non-motorized 
transport”



A mixed-methods study of influences of 
workplace location on commuting

distances and modes
• Questionnaires among employees at 16 workplaces, with 

1349 respondents
• Qualitative interviews with 13 employees at eight of the 

workplaces
• ‘Knowledge industry’ workplaces are overrepresented in the 

questionnaire survey as well as the interviews
• Persons with high income and particularly with long academic 

education are overrepresented among the survey respondents 
and even more so among the interviewees

• Interviews were transcribed and interpreted according to an 
‘interpretation scheme’ developed for explanatory interview 
research in some of our earlier studies



Location of investigated workplaces
(number of workplaces at each location in parentheses)

Vollebekk (2)
Kjeller (2)

Ski (3)

Ås (5)

Lysaker (2)
Inner Oslo(1)

Blindern (1)



Two workplaces with similar jobs, different locations 
and very different commuting patterns: 

NMBU and OsloMet

Source: The URBANEFF project



Longer, not shorter average commuting 
distances at NMBU …



…. but much less environmentally friendly travel modes 
to NMBU than to OsloMet



The wider picture: Longer commuting distances
to suburban workplaces, not  shorter





Car commuting: Much more common at 
suburban workplaces



Transit commuting: Much more common at 
central workplaces







Non-motorized commuting: A mixed pattern



Results conform with those of another recent study, where 
workplaces were randomly selected all over the Oslo 

metropolitan area



Central workplace location: High transit 
accessibility and low accessibility by car

Why do we find the geographical differences 
in commuting shown on the previous slides?





Interviewee working as well as living in the central city, 
about her reasons for not going by car for the daily trips to 

work (instead, she went by bike):

It makes no sense. [Driving by car] will take 
longer, or there is at least no time to save. 
There is parking at both ends [of the car 

commute], payment and there is the 
environment. (...) So why on earth should I 

fill the inner city with my car?



Travel mode choice rationales and their implications



Why is polycentric workplace location within a metropolitan 
area unlikely to reduce commuting distances?

• People do not necessarily choose 
the closest jobs, but rather they 
travel a bit further if they can then 
find a better job. 

• In addition, the job applicant must 
be selected by the employer in 
competition with other applicants

• The likelihood for a suburbanite to 
be employed at a local suburban 
workplace is therefore not very high

• Commuting distances therefore 
depend more on the location of the 
workplace relative to large 
concentrations of dwellings than 
on the distance to the closest 
residential neighborhood

• Workplaces close to the city 
center have a large number of 
potential employees within a short 
distance from the workplace and 
are therefore more likely to recruit 
workers locally



Conclusions
• Employees at centrally located workplaces commute by car

much less frequently and by transit much more often 
than employees at suburban and exurban workplaces do 

• Polycentric workplace location in compact, transit-oriented 
suburban sub-centers does perform better, judged from a 
sustainable mobility perspective, than ordinary suburban and 
exurban employment growth does

• Polycentric workplace development is still far less 
favorable than densification close to the main city 
center if the aim is to reduce commuting distances, 
discourage car driving and promote public and non-
motorized travel 

• Local facilities such as schools, kindergarten and grocery 
stores should of course not be centralized to the inner city, 
nor should workplaces that are area demanding and/or 
generate much goods transport 

• For most other workplaces, however, central locations 
contribute to shorter commuting distances and lower shares 
of car commuting than for suburban job locations, even if the 
latter are located in compact sub-centers. 
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