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Abstract: Better understanding of urban travelers is necessary, as sustainable 

development is becoming an integral part of transportation policy and practice. A volume 

of research shows people’s expressed willingness to adopt more sustainable urban travel 

behaviours, but a general sense of resistance to change is often encountered. Current 

methods in transportation research are not able to fully grasp on individual motivations 

such as discontent with public transport. This gap of knowledge in qualitative 

transportation research calls for the development of new methods. James Scott’s concept 

of the hidden transcript allows for the assumption that there are expressions of 

dissatisfaction towards public transportation at grassroots level. In order to access hidden 

transcripts on public transportation in Stockholm there is a need for a new method, which 

is developed in this thesis. The proposed visual mixed method draws from principles of 

visual ethnography, virtual ethnography, nethnography and social media research. The 

methodology is then tested and assessed as a platform to give voice to hidden transcripts 

on public transportation. The choice of method for developing the method is meta-

methodology.  The discussion sheds light on the potential of the framework (1) to grant 

access to hidden transcripts; (2) to fill a knowledge gap in transportation qualitative 

research; (3) to assist planners towards sustainable development of urban transportation. 
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important, because there are currently no well-defined methods to rate the satisfaction 

rates of urban travelers on the level of the individual. Better understanding of the travel 

needs and motivations of urban dwellers would allow researchers and urban planners 
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1. Introduction  
 

The discourse of sustainable development has been manifesting itself for almost three 

decades after the Brundtland report brought the concept to the interest of the public 

eye in 1987. Definitions of sustainable development are multiple and serving diverse 

purposes, but what they do have in common is use of resources on a present and 

intergenerational scale based on the three pillars of sustainability – environmental, 

economic and social. Still today the most widely recognized definition remains the 

one coined in the Brundtland report during the United Nations World Commission on 

Environment and Development (UNWCED) in 1987. It states that sustainable 

development is “development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UNWCED, 

1987).  

An imperative at present, environmental concerns and sustainability considerations 

are becoming an integral part of the political agendas and policy-making efforts of 

Western societies.  As the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of United 

Nations (UN) predicts, a staggering 70 per cent of the world’s population will inhabit 

cities by 2050 (UN, 2014). Thus, the need for a shift of urban planning towards 

sustainable development and a new paradigm for urban mobility emerge. The urban 

transportation sector is no exception. Sustainable transportation, in particular has been 

identified as a major component of sustainable development, due to the large impact 

of the transportation sector on climate change by United Nations Human Settlements 

Programme (2013). Many developed countries have already adopted car use reduction 

policies. Reports such as the annual report by Organization for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD) (2008) call for visions of car-free cities as 

negative effects of car use on public health and natural ecosystems are now widely 

acknowledged. Sweden, for instance, have placed large focus on mitigation of climate 

change, reduced gas emissions by 2030 and a long-term goal of fossil-fuel free traffic 

by 2050 (City of Stockholm Traffic Administration, 2012).  

Sustainable transportation policy and practice gradually place more focus on fostering 

pro-environmental behaviours, rather than simply promoting new technologies and 

efficient infrastructure (Fietkau & Dierkes, 1988 cited in Degenhardt, 2002). Despite 

evidence of raised awareness and understanding of environmental issues among 

members of affluent societies, research studies display discrepancy between “green” 

perceptions and attitudes and actual behaviour and daily practices on an individual 

level (Fietkau & Dierkes, 1988 cited in Degenhardt, 2002). Furthermore, a volume of 

research has identified the public’s expressed willingness to change travel behaviours, 

but a general sense of resistance to change is usually encountered (Goodwin & Lyons, 

2010). Goodwin and Lyons (2010) furher point out that most transportation research 

focuses on quantitative studies that use demographics and seek homegenity of results 

often disregarding the individual as such. Unless researchers and planners fully 

understand the everyday needs and motivations of the individual urban traveller, 

delayed acceptance, resistance and opposition to pro-environmental transportation 

agendas will persist at the very grassroots.  
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Why would one choose driving a car instead of using public transportation in spite of 

congestion taxes or problematic parking; why do people maintain high expectations 

and consistently experience dissatisfaction although understanding the positive 

environmental impact of sustainable travelling; why do people complain and do not 

fully support public transport - such are questions worth exploring as per the 

individual and their subjective opinions on public transportation. Are there counter 

discourses in parallel to political and public discourses that we participate in, but one 

will not read about it in the newspaper?  

1.1 Background 
In relation to the city of Stockholm questions of users’ satisfaction and perceptions are 

topical as Stockholm’s public transportation operator (SL) has announced that the 

price of the SL monthly card will be increased by the end of summer 2015 and will 

affect all transportation modes (Mellgren, 2015). Would such measures provoke a 

reactionary increase of car use despite sustainability efforts of Stockholm County? 

Stockholm County might be indicative of an emerging trend related to motivations for 

current car use. A survey conducted among municipal employees at Botkyrka 

commune is a good example of trending issues.  For instance, 85% of the participants 

state that they have the possibility to commute by public transport, but only 30% do 

(Miljöenheten, Samhällsbyggnadsförvaltningen, 2014). One of the reasons indicated 

by survey participants is the high price of an inadequately matched public 

transportation service (Miljöenheten, Samhällsbyggnadsförvaltningen, 2014). 45% 

further express a negative perception and dissatisfaction with the current public 

transportation situation (Miljöenheten, Samhällsbyggnadsförvaltningen, 2014). SL has 

also planned the biggest rerouting of bus lines since the 80’s in Stockholm 

immediately after mid-summer holidays in 2015; most of the routes will be remapped 

and a new signage system will be introduced in an effort to have a more efficient and 

attractive system (Sundström, 2015). At the same time media speculates that a wave 

of chaos, confusion and increased levels of dissatisfaction are to be expected and 

would further undermine the image of public transportation (Sundström, 2015). Such 

political actions raise questions on the presence of discourses of public transportation 

on the grassroots level, where the individual and his everyday travel choices are 

directly concerned. In light of Stockholm’s transportation situation, it is appropriate to 

point out a statement as part of Objective B4 of the Urban Mobility Strategy for 

Stockholm. As quoted: “There is no comprehensive measurement of satisfaction 

among city travellers at present, and development of a new method is needed” (2012, 

p. 39). Thus, a particular knowledge gap in transportation research calls for design and 

application of new methods to better understand the individual urban traveler and their 

needs and motivations.  

In line with EU countries’ efforts to promote sustainable mobility and transportation, a 

volume of research shows that despite implementation, push and pull measures are 

often ineffective (Howarth & Polyviou, 2013). A major reason is that such strategies 

fail to acknowledge that travel choices are made at the individual level, on a daily 

basis and based on various travel objectives. Interestingly, Howard and Polyviou 

(2013) also suggest that the potential for changing travel behaviour occurs only when 

full compliance with the needs of the individual is in place. A popular definition for 
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sustainable transport, developed by the European Conference of Ministers of 

Transport, states that: 

 “A sustainable transport system a) allows the basic access needs of 

individuals and societies to be met safely and in a manner consistent 

with human and ecosystem health, and with equity within and between 

generations; b) is affordable, operates efficiently, offers choice of 

transport modes, and supports a vibrant economy; and c) limits 

emissions and waste within the planet’s ability to absorb them, 

minimizes consumption of nonrenewable resources, limits 

consumption of renewable resources to the sustainable yield level, 

reuses and recycles its components, and minimizes the use of land and 

the production of noise.”   

(see Howarth & Polyviou, 2013)  

Following current public discourses of sustainable urban transport, urban car use is 

inevitably included. Postwar Western Europe, North America and now emerging 

economies have formed what Henderson (2006) calls ‘societies of automobility’. They 

are characterized by cities built predominantly around car use. Although car 

ownership is no longer a solitary symbol of status in many countries, it has 

undoubtedly shaped modern urban life as we know it through patterns of “dwelling, 

production, consumption, circulation and sociality” (Henderson, 2006, p. 293). 

Scholars and policymakers agree that the rise of sustainable cities could only happen 

through political contestation of automobility (Freund and Martin, 1993; Sheller and 

Urry, 2000 cited in Henderson, 2006).  

Numerous mobility strategies, political campaigns and soft measures facilitating 

sustainable travel are already in place in many EU countries. Nevertheless, 

transformation of urban space, infrastructure and public transportation services are 

lagging behind. For decades people were forcefully pushed into cars and we currently 

witness the beginning of the opposite process, yet transition towards sustainable 

transportation is slow. Even when public transportation modes and systems become 

more convenient and accessible, automobiles remain the overall preferred modal 

choice in many Swedish cities (see Appendix). Swedish national statistics from 2012-

2013 show that the car still prevails as the number one mode of transport in large 

cities, suburban municipalities to large cities and commuter communities (see 

Appendix). If such discrepancies occur between sustainable urban mobility strategies 

and measurable travel behaviours, then how are transportation policy and practice 

attempting to close these gaps? Do urban planners understand the individual user 

sufficiently to cater to their needs? Goodwin and Lyons (2010) and Pridmore and 

Miola (2011) identify the need for data and analysis at the individual level as crucial 

to understand such changes in attitudes to transport measures over time. 

1.2 Objective 
The previous section identified a knowledge gap in current transportation research due 

to lack of comprehensive qualitative methods. Therefore, the objective of this thesis is 

to propose a new methodology to tap into opinions on grassroots level. James Scott’s 
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theory of the hidden transcript provides an assumption that such discourse exists. The 

method is employed as a platform for giving voice to subjective opinions on the 

individual level through the lens of social media. The results are discussed in terms of 

their value and potential to better understand urban travelers’ motivations, particularly 

essential for sustainable urban development. The main objective is to assess the merit 

of the suggested methodological framework as a new method for appraising individual 

dissatisfaction with public transportation. This thesis is constructed as a 

methodological argument. 
 

1.3 Theoretical Framework: The Hidden Transcript 
James C. Scott’s theory of “the hidden transcript” allows for the assumption of the 

presence of an ongoing hidden discourse of public transportation. In his work 

“Domination and the Arts of Resistance” he suggests the existence of parallel 

discourses between subordinates and dominant institutions of agency of political, 

economic, social, and cultural order (Scott, 1990). This two-layered discourse reveals 

a mismatch between the public discourse he calls “the public transcript” and the 

informal discourse - “the hidden transcript”, which occurs outside the public arena and 

is not subject to direct observation by the dominant (Scott, 1990). Scott (1990, p.2) 

defines the public transcript as “the open interaction between subordinates and those 

who dominate.” It is characterized by politeness of subordinates to conform to the 

norm set by the dominant, but also provides evidence for the hegemony of dominant 

discourse (Scott, 1990, p.4). The hidden transcript, on the other hand, constitutes a 

low-profile discourse and a set of practices that happen out of the public sight. Scott 

(1990) argues that such opinions and behaviours neither serve as substitutes for open 

public confrontation, nor as acts to release tension of subordinates. Rather, these 

translate into silent partners of informal and unorganized resistance (Scott, 1990).  

Unlike the public transcript, the hidden transcript is produced by different power 

relations between domination and surbordination and is intended for a different 

audience (Scott, 1990, p.5). As it is invisible, passive and even occasionally 

unintentional, the hidden transcript should be perceived as a form of agency that plays 

a role in contemporary contenstation of domination and power relations as expressed 

by Creswell (2000); and similar to domination exercised in hidden ways, so can the 

individual be dissident and non-compliant. Scott (1990) elaborates how people often 

hide their subjective opinions by way of euphemisms, muttering, mockery and 

complaining as they twist the norms set by the dominant.  

Scott (1990, p.14) addresses questions of how are hidden transcripts formed; under 

what conditions they do or do not find public expression; and what relation do they 

hold to the public transcript. Firslty, Scott (1990) characterizes the hidden transcript as 

locally bound to social and political context. Another feature of the hidden transcript 

is that it constitutes of both speech and subtle practices. To summarize, Scott (1990) 

views the boundaries between the public and the hidden transcript as constantly 

shifting. It is where domination and subordination are being reinvented and it is 

“perhaps the most vital arena for ordinary conflict, for everyday forms of class 

struggle” (Scott, 1990, p. 14). Giving voice to hidden transcripts is as Scott points out 
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“one path to a social science that uncovers contradictions and possibilities” (1990, 

p.15). 

As the hidden transcript is essential to all forms of power relations (Scott, 1990, p.9), 

connecting here public transportation policy and practice to the individual urban 

traveller is highly relevant. Scott’s theory allows the assumption of the presence of a 

hidden transcript of urban travelers. As Bergman and Sager point out, urban travelers 

often feel treated as objects of surveillance as they express their mobility needs 

through action and travel behaviour (2008, p.4). Further, we assume that the 

individual, in their role of a user of the urban transportation system, is subordinated 

and restricted by the system itself. Designed and operated by authorities of higher 

power, then what is the discourse out of sight of the dominant? If, according to Scott, 

“every subordinate group creates, out of ordeal, a ‘hidden transcript’ that represents a 

critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant” (1990, xii), then what is 

the hidden transcript of urban travelers in Stockholm? 

As a note of caution Creswell (2000) points out that a large number of everyday 

choices and behaviours are hard to be identified as resistance, but, on the other hand, 

they still happen within systems of domination. The type of resistance explored in this 

paper is a type of everyday resistance expressed by the hidden transcript in forms of 

discontent, frustration, complaint, contempt, mockery and informal discourse of the 

status of the public transportation in Stockholm. As articulated by Vinthagen and 

Johansson (2011, p.9), the interest of this study is to put the spotlight on this less 

obvious kind of the hidden transcript: “neither expressed in dramatic, confrontational 

and public events, nor with (collectively elected) form of leadership, or (explicit) 

political motivations or sustained by formal (underground) organizations.” Therefore, 

the hidden transcript brought forward in this study should be viewed as an integral 

part of mundane life and characterized by normality and habit.   

Yet again, as the Stockholm Report of Urban Mobility Strategy (2012, p. 39) states 

that there is no comprehensive method to rate the satisfaction level of urban travelers, 

one could argue why. Perhaps, reasons lie within the exclusivity and hard access to 

the inner voice of the individual (the hidden transcript). If certain subjective opinions 

lay outside of the public norm (e.g. recognition of environmental concern and 

approval of sustainable travel behavior), then what research method should be 

employed to tap into the hidden transcript? A further point of consideration to be 

taken is on the intentionality of individual actions. As the individual clearly has 

intention of action or behaviour on micro-scale in mind, the researcher should 

question the intended outcome on a larger scale (Creswell, 2000). As Foucault points 

out: “People know what they do; they frequently know why they do what they do; but 

what they don’t know is what what they do does”. (Foucault, 1984 cited in Creswell, 

2000)  

1.4 Research Question 
This study gathers, analyzes and interprets individual data on subjective opinions, 

unsatisfied travelers’ needs; and perceptions of the public transport in Stockholm. A 

proposed visual mixed method is employed. Going back to the objective of this thesis, 
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the design of this method is assessed as a means to tap into the hidden transcript on 

public transportation in Stockholm. The research seeks to answer the following 

question:  

Does the suggested methodological framework serve as (1) an effective platform to 

gain access to the hidden transcript of the individual urban traveler and as (2) a tool to 

close a knowledge gap in qualitative transportation research?  

1.5 Method 
In order to answer the research question, the objective of this thesis is to develop, test 

and evaluate a methodology. For clarity, it is important to note that the proposed 

visual mixed method is part of the inquiry. The choice of method for developing the 

visual mixed method is meta-methodology. In a paper titled “History of Science and 

Its Rational Reconstruction”, Imre Lakatos (1971, cited in Sankar, 1980) introduces 

the term ‘meta-methodology’. Thomann (1973) further explains meta-methodology as 

“a system designed to develop and test a methodology for the development of, and the 

research into, methodologies.” In order to advance the suggested visual mixed 

method, three steps elaborated by Thomann are followed: “(1) the determination of 

the purpose, (2) the development of the steps that make up the methodology, and (3) 

the testing of the methodology to see that it accomplished the purpose” (Thomann, 

1973).  

1.6 Disposition 
Following the introduction, objective, research question, theory, and method, the rest 

of this thesis is constructed as explained here. 

The “Introduction” chapter fulfills the first meta-methodological step as suggested by 

Thomann (1973) – the determination of the purpose. The following chapter “Visual 

Mixed Method” develops the components of the proposed methodology. In the first 

part the choice of strategy of inquiry is appropriately selected as a point of departure. 

The following subsections gradually concretize and explain the suggested mixed 

method by pinpointing the advantages and suitability of 1) qualitative research; 2) 

visual research method; 3) visual research on the Internet; and 4) social media 

research on Instagram. The last sections address the importance of ethics and present 

guidelines for the administration of ethical considerations and anonymity.     

The third step of the meta-methodology – the testing of the visual research method, is 

accomplished in the subsequent chapter named “Results”. It is a direct application of 

the suggested method. During the data collection phase, the parameters for searchable 

public content on Instagram were set based on existing hashtags related to public 

transportation. As this study explores the hidden transcript of the individual urban 

traveller in Stockholm the first hashtag to serve as a filter was evident - #stockholm. 

The other hashtags/filters followed a simple reasoning - if the lurker-researcher is to 

gain access to visual content pertaining public transportation in Stockholm, then 

logically such hashtags are the Swedish equivalents to “public transport”. Therefore, 

the subsequent filters - #kollektivtrafik, #kollektivtrafiken, #lokaltrafik, #lokaltrafiken 
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were selected.  Visual content was accessed through Instagram’s search tool - 

Mixagram.  

Due to the complex ethical considerations obtained data cannot be presented directly. 

Hence, representation of data is only possible in the form of codified image content. 

The coding frame serves as a key for quick reference to data. Although a deductive 

reasoning approach has been applied, the nature of the limitations of this study does 

not allow for any type of generalization. In such a small-scale study as this is, 

generalization is obviously unlikely, yet relatability is possible (Bassey, 1981). The 

method and results are exclusive and contextually bound to the scale and scope of the 

thesis project, yet the aim is to achieve a level of sufficient relatability between this 

study and future research under similar set ups. By way of organization in easy to read 

tables, codified visual is represented and classified; and subsequently organized in a 

set of themes. Very basic statistical information such as total number of images 

analyzed and frequency of code occurrence are included.   
 

As Miles and Huberman (1994) inform codes are tags for assigning meaning to the 

“descriptive or inferential information” obtained during a study. Codes are attached to 

clusters of information or in our case phrases and/or sentences descriptive of a 

photograph and its caption and hashtags. Hence, it is not the words and photographs 

themselves that matter, but their meaning.  
 

After coded image content has been represented and explained, data is contextualized, 

analysed and interpreted through the lens of the hidden transcript theory. The section 

called “Interpretive Analysis of Codified Image Content” serves to display and discuss 

the finding after application of the proposed framework.      
 

The “Discussion” chapter is divided into two subsections. The former presents 

limitations, constraints and failures encountered throughout the research process. The 

latter links results back to the objective, research question and theory. As the 

methodological framework is a mere proposal for future research, suggestions for 

improvements are based on the experience gathered during the research process. 
 

The last chapter “Conclusion” contains concluding remarks and a brief reflection on 

the scientific report. The findings are used as a sample to display potential for filling a 

knowledge gap in transportation research; whilst the proposed method is justified as 

being effective or not. The validity of the methodological argument is then given 

merit based on fulfillment of the objective. 
 

 

2. Visual Mixed Method 
 

The second condition set by the meta-methodology is to explain the steps that 

comprise a methodology. The first step is to choose a strategy of the inquiry. It serves 

as a guideline for the research design and data collection (Myers & Avison, 2002). 

Myers and Avison (2002) present the two opposing traditions of thought about the 
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nature of reality. Realism views reality as existing independently of perception; 

idealism, on the other hand, suggests that the external world is a product of the mind. 

The two philosophical views are employed by the social sciences in the form of 

positivism and phenomenology (Myers & Avison, 2002). Positivism reasons reality as 

independent; objectivity is both possible and desirable. Phenomenology, on the other 

hand, identifies reality as internal and subjective; a creation of the individual mind 

(Myers & Avison, 2002). 
 

In light of the nature of this project, choosing phenomenology as the methodological 

strategy of this study is of relevance. Phenomenology explores people’s experiences 

and how it is that they experience what they experience. “One can employ a general 

phenomenological perspective to elucidate the importance of using methods that 

capture people's experience of the world without conducting a phenomenological 

study that focuses on the essence of shared experience" (Patton, 1990, p.71). Thus, the 

phenomenological inquiry is particularly appropriate to address meanings and 

perspectives of research participants on an individual level. The aim of 

phenomenological analysis is to shed light on how the everyday and subjective world 

is created (Schwandt, 2000) from the participants' perspective of view. The 

philosophical point of departure of phenomenological study is illustrated by Husserl's 

(1962) statement - "we can only know what we experience." Although interviews are 

usually employed to carry out phenomenological research, a new visual mixed method 

is suggested in this study. The rationale of the choice of design is explained below.  
 

2.1 Qualitative research 
 

As with any research project, the researcher must be able to identify and defend the 

need for the method of choice. In line with phenomenological inquiry, qualitative 

research is chosen as appropriate for the purposes of this study and its theoretical 

framework. As Miles and Huberman (1994) explain qualitative research allows the 

participants to guide the process with their expertise on the subject. In this case, who 

knows Stockholm’s public transport system better than those who use it on a daily 

basis? Qualitative research also calls for a different kind of data, one that cannot be 

quantified and is focused on the individual; it is also highly interpretive and relies to a 

great extent on the perceptions of the researcher (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Finally, 

qualitative research strives to give participants the opportunity to express their real 

voice without constraints or pre-set parameters (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  
 

Traditionally transportation researchers consider demographics, as the aim of 

quantitative research is to achieve homogeneity of results. Quantitative methods 

explain travel choices and behaviours in relation to space and time, but very often do 

not demonstrate cause/effect and decision-making processes as explained by Fink and 

Taylor (2011). Therefore, not only individual motivations, but also links between 

identities, perspectives, attitudes and needs are easy to get lost or dismissed (Fink & 

Taylor, 2011). Through qualitative research, on the other hand, researchers are able to 

extract different type of data. They use methods to access the worldviews of the 
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individual. Visual research methods, in particular, offer possibilities to reveal 

previously unknown or simply unconsidered dimensions of social life.  

There is a knowledge gap within current transportation research, as understanding of 

interaction and relation between individuals and urban travel is still insufficient. 

Transportation research that has examined people’s expressed willingness to change 

their travel behaviours offer conclusions such as ‘travel behaviour is very difficult to 

change’; ‘there is strong resistance to change’; or ‘people say they will be willing to 

change, but then do not do so’ (Goodwin & Lyons, 2010). What they do not reveal 

though are the implications behind everyday travel routine of the individual. 

Therefore, qualitative research has been chosen as the design for this study 

particularly because of its unexplored value within the urban transportation sector and 

“the potential of revealing new and critical perspectives to understand how people 

construct and live their travel routines in different structural settings” (Roe, 2000, p. 

106 cited in Fink & Taylor, 2011). 

2.1.1 Visual Research Methods 

 

As defined by Rose (2014) visual research methods are methods that use visual 

materials of some kind in the process of generating findings to answer research 

questions. Such methods work with a wide variety of visual materials and employ 

diverse procedures of handling them. As Rose (2014) points out most of the recent 

studies that use visual research methods turn to photographs of different kinds. Some 

researchers use visual materials generated by the researcher; others deploy materials 

produced by the research participants themselves.  In the case of this research study, I 

have chosen to work with already existing visual content. As Rose (2014) explains the 

purpose of gathering visual materials is so they can yield findings to prove or disprove 

a research query. Rose (2014) distinguishes between visual materials that could be 

included in the results of research and others that need to remain absent from the 

study. In relation to the strong ethical considerations, as outlined and argued for in a 

subsequent section, the visual data cannot be presented directly and is represented in 

the form of codes.  
 

Sweetman (2009) supports the notion that the ever-increasing importance of visual 

expression in contemporary culture and subculture grants popularity to visual research 

methods, rather than technological advancements. In a previous paper by Knowles and 

Sweetman (2004b) they relate the need for such methods to the hyper-visualisation of 

mass culture. Another advantage of visual research methods is the ability to make 

sense out of subjective experiences of social situations.  Images are also attested to be 

“powerful conduits for the sensory experience and feel of urban environments” (Rose, 

2014, p.7).  Knowles and Sweetman (2004b, p. 7) further add that visual materials can 

“reveal what is hidden in the inner mechanisms of the ordinary and the taken for 

granted. Visual research methods are, as supported by Rose (2014), often used to 

bring forward hidden aspects of the ordinary and the everyday. Especially particular to 

this research study, content analysis of participant-generated images is able to search 

for things that normally remain invisible (Rose, 2014). Whatever is made visible by 
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the visual content accessed during this study is to be thus understood as bits of social 

identities, processes, practices, experiences, institutions and relations (Rose, 2014). 
 

As cited by Rose (2014), she points to scholars Kress (2010), Sandywell and 

Heywood (2012) to argue that in a world of rapid digitalization, new forms of 

meaning-making and communication affect global and local power relations. Now 

ubiquitous, digital technologies and neoliberal globalization processes allow for 

generation and mass dissemination of texts and images across audiences of all kinds 

(Kress, 2010; Sandywell & Heywood, 2012 cited in Rose, 2014). All these arguments 

lead the research study towards an even narrower choice of visual ethnographic 

research on the Internet.  
 

2.1.2 Visual ethnographic research on the Internet 

 

Pink (2007) describes visual ethnography as a means to express constructed 

knowledge and show life as captured through film or photographs. She further 

explains that it looks for relationships between social roles and contexts; and patterns 

of behavior (2007). It is a flexible participation method that allows participants to 

express and share opinions informally and on their own time (Pink, 2007). Further, it 

is a method that could possibly engage unlikely participants, which for various 

reasons would not participate in other forms of research such as surveys or interviews. 

Pink (2007) points out that the real-time feedback of an experience, rather than a 

retrospective one (e.g. questionnaire, interview) is one of the main advantages of 

visual ethnography. Therefore, it is a methodology well suited to gather subjective 

views and opinions in this thesis and also provides a possible channel for the hidden 

transcript to break from the “underground”.  
 

The Internet as an umbrella term that applies to numerous technologies, devices, uses, 

and virtual social spaces is already establishing itself as a field for collecting data for 

visual research (Markham & Baym, 2009; Highfield & Leaver, 2015). In line with the 

characteristics of virtual and visual ethnography, the Internet in this study is used as a 

field to access participants. As Highfield and Leaver (2015) suggest visual and content 

analysis are employed to study internet-facilitated images and media forms. As a 

subfield of ethnography, netnography is another method that provides valuable 

principles for the objectives of this study. As introduced by Kozinets in 1998 

nethography follows free behaviour of individuals on the Internet and interprets data 

through online marketing research techniques. The term, also coined by Robert 

Kozinets (1998), combines “Internet” and “ethnography” to describe a qualitative 

method that is not only faster and simpler than ethnography, but also less aggressive 

than focus groups or interviews.  
 

Ethnographies frequently use participant-generated photographs to explore the 

perspectives of the participants by giving them a voice through images. Participants 

are not invited to participate in this study, hence there is no official consent to produce 

materials for this project. Instead, already generated content available through social 

media on the Internet is used. Although visual materials are accessed on a global 
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social media platform, software tools provide filters, which narrow down the research 

by geographical location, in this case the city of Stockholm. As virtual ethnography 

raises questions as to what constitutes a ‘field site’ as noted by O’Reilly (2009), the 

focus of content analysis is to look for connections between things, not places and 

locations. 
 

 

2.1.3 Social Media Research: Instagram   

 

Research into social media is not entirely new, yet it is a relatively unexplored frontier 

for research. Indeed, studies conducted in numerous disciplines demonstrate the use of 

social media across contexts and serve a multitude of purposes (Highfield & Leaver, 

2015). As explained by Highfield and Leaver (2015) social media research has been 

focused on quantitative research mainly through big data mining, data aggregation and 

large-scale patterns using advanced computer software. On the other hand, Hochman 

and Manovich (2013) suggest that social media can also serve as a ground to 

understand local, social and cultural events; movements and trends. In other words, 

user generated content should not necessarily be accumulated in a way to make 

individuals invisible. The individual and the particular do not have to be lost for the 

sake of “big data aggregation” or “large scale patterns” (Hochman & Manovich, 

2013). Instead, visual content on social media creates conditions for carrying out “data 

ethnography” that is interested in the individual rather than society (Hochman & 

Manovich, 2013). Moreover, as pointed by Highfield and Leaver (2015) qualitative 

means demonstrate the way social media is used in non-standard ways. 

Instagram allows researchers to access snaps of people’s everyday lives, in this case 

through photo material. It should be noted that the popularity of Instagram also 

correlates to other trends and practices such as “the ubiquity of smart devices, internet 

and mobile data connections, and cameras within these devices” (Highfield & Leaver, 

2015). An Instagram post (Fig. 1) consists of the following elements: image, creator 

username, date and time, hashtags, caption, likes, mentions and comments (Highfield 

& Leaver, 2015). As underlined by Highfield and Leaver (2015) such data is 

appropriate both for quantitative and qualitative research, “whether counting the 

amount of content over time, users, or tags, mapping media based on location data, or 

looking at the content of the media and their captions”.  
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Fig. 1. A representation of an Instagram post and s elements (Highfield & Leaver, 2015) 

 

Instagram creates a sense of a shared experience as it allows for instant publication of 

snapshots and comments right from the scene of the experience. According to 

Highfield and Leaver (2015) both textual and graphic components of a post each offer 

essential information, and analysis needs to consider both aspects. Highfield and 

Leaver (2015) identify hashtags as a means of organisation in order to group a 

photo/video intentionally with other photos using the same hashtag. Interestingly, 

Highfield and Leaver (2015) point out that tagging systems and shared vocabularies 

do emerge even when a unified vocabulary is missing. By using the hashtag (#) 

character to denote particular keywords, the Instagram user shows desire to share and 

classify content as easily searchable (Robu, Halpin & Shepherd, 2009; Highfield & 

Leaver, 2015). This allows the lurker researcher to search and find specific content 

organized by hashtags.    
 

Following Highfield and Leaver (2015), specific hashtags have been carefully selected 

to match the scope, methodological argument and research question. Based on the 

objectives of the research study, the focus falls on the original post, which consists of 

an image, accompanied by a caption and included hashtags. No additional data, or 

likes, mentions and comments will be taken into account. They alter the initial 

intention of the user, which is of no interest in this study. To access and easily filter 

relevant data, advanced and powerful Instagram extension software called Mixagram 

has been used. It allows the user (researcher) to search for multiple hashtags included 

in the caption of the original media content. A subject of debate in the online research 

community is to what extent participation is required (Markham & Buchanan, 2012).  

To serve the purposes of this study, the role of the non-participant observer or the 
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lurker researcher is assumed; the resesrcher is not immersed in an online community 

or culture, nor have participants been recruited to generate material explicit to the 

research. Instead, visual content already existing online is used. 
 

Although the use of the Internet and social media platforms, in particular, create vast 

new opportunities for exploration in ethnographic research, cross-references between 

the areas of visual and Internet ethnography are still minimal (Pink, 2007; Pauwels, 

2008 cited in Rose, 2014). At the same time the methodological problems and 

challenges faced in both fields of study are quite similar. Virtual ethnography 

essentially follows the principles of ethnography and fieldwork is conducted online 

(Ardevol, 2012). Since such an adaptable method leaves most decisions to the 

individual researcher, adaptations have been made to fit the aim and scope of this 

study. Principles from visual ethnography, virtual ethnography, nethnography and 

social media research have been integrated into a mixed method. 
 

The design process of the research procedure of this study raises a set of 

methodological and ethical concerns due to disputes on privacy within the research 

community.  As Zimmer and Proferes (2013, cited in Highfield & Leaver, 2015) note: 

“While all of the user’s content accessed through search tools are being made publicly 

available, the responsibilities of researchers in how to treat and represent such content 

in their studies has been inconsistent for social media research”. Therefore, the main 

responsibility of the researcher is to carefully establish guidelines for their research, 

both ethically and limitative.  
 

2.2 Ethical considerations 
 

The question of privacy in relation to social media remains an ongoing issue. Privacy 

is defined in different contexts, which leads to different understanding by different 

people as stated by Highfield and Leaver (2015). As already mentioned, online 

ethnography is similar to traditional ethnography and therefore poses similar ethical 

questions. At the same time online space gives rise to new ethical issues such as 

consent, privacy and anonymity policy of research subjects. The ‘Ethical Decision-

Making and Internet Research Recommendations from the AoIR Ethics Working 

Committee’ by Markham and Buchanan (2012) warns against technical or any 

singular understanding of online privacy: 

“Individual and cultural definitions and expectations of privacy are 

ambiguous, contested, and changing. People may operate in public spaces 

but maintain strong perceptions or expectations of privacy. Or, they may 

acknowledge that the substance of their communication is public, but that 

the specific context in which it appears implies restrictions on how that 

information is — or ought to be — used by other parties. Data aggregators 

or search tools make information accessible to a wider public than what 

might have been originally intended.”  

(Markham & Buchanan, 2012, p.6) 
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Nissenbaum further argues, “What people care most about is not simply restricting the 

flow of information, but ensuring that it flows appropriately” (2010, p.2). As noted in 

the 2002 version of AOIR ethics guidelines, privacy must always account for 

expectations and consent, as social, academic, or regulatory meanings of public and 

private are no longer as clearly defined. When conducting research without formal 

consent or even an assumption of consent, as it is the case with this study, 

Nissenbaum’s concept of contextual integrity (2010) is a valuable principle. The 

efforts of the lurker-researcher must comply with the basic ethical principle of 

minimizing harm of any kind: psychological, economic, physical, political, etc. One 

way of resolving such ethical dilemmas, as expressed by Markham and Buchanan 

(2012), is to device special methods for data collection or analysis of individual data 

of lived experiences. Thus, as proposed by Markham and Buchanan (2012), the lurker 

researcher must take into consideration the following concerns: how is the context 

such as venue, participants, data being approached; how are the participants/authors of 

content situated in the context; how are participants/authors of content perceived by 

the researcher; how is the researcher placed within the context; if online content is 

publicly available, how do members/participants/authors approach the issue of 

privacy; what ethical considerations are to be taken into account to ensure the 

appropriate flow of public/private information.  

A large number of users are possibly unaware that a lot of content on social media is 

entirely open source. This allows many third party tools, apps and services to access 

and share Instagram media (Highfield & Leaver, 2015). As a researcher, it is 

important to distinguish and understand the differences between visibility and privacy 

on Instagram. To ensure responsible use of image content for this study, none of the 

visual content used in this research is displayed directly or can be linked back to a 

specific user.  

As a researcher it is further important to take considerable precaution with the use of 

content to justify the objectives of the research. Currently Instagram’s Terms of Use 

ban any large scale downloading and saving images/videos from the platform. 

Researchers are allowed to view content on the Web or use a software tool that filters 

display of content from a dataset without copying or storage (Highfield & Leaver, 

2015). As a point of justification to use Instagram content in the absence of formal 

participant contensus, I relate to the following excerpt from Instagram’s terms of use:   

“By using our Service you understand and agree that we are providing a 

platform for you to post content, including photos, comments and other 

materials ("User Content"), to the Service and to share User Content 

publicly. This means that other Users may search for, see, use, or share any 

of your User Content that you make publicly available through the Service, 

consistent with the terms and conditions of this Privacy Policy and our 

Terms of Use (which can be found at 

http://instagram.com/about/legal/terms/). Our Policy applies to all visitors, 

users, and others who access the Service ("Users").”  

(Instagram, 2013) 
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2.2.1 Anonymity 

According to Highfield and Leaver (2015), creating a bridge of trust is essential. By 

doing so Instagram users’ integrity remains intact. Therefore, anonymity of all 

research subjects is guaranteed and identified as a priority that outstretches the 

objectives of this study. In line with Highfield and Leaver (2015) and to minimise the 

risk of doing any harm by increasing the exposure or visibility of particular Instagram 

users, obtained data has not beem used directly. The material analyzed in this 

qualitative research will be represented as data only after it has been coded.  
 

 

3. Results of Application of the Visual Mix Method 
 

 

3.1 Representation of Visual Content 
 

The developed visual mixed method is applied in this chapter as the last step of the 

meta-methodology – testing of the methodology. Following Bowler (2012), the 

analysis and interpretation involves classification, coding analysis and 

contextualization of communicative acts. Following the ethical framework, no actual 

pictures are utilized directly as data; data instead is represented in the form of codes 

and organized under themes.  
 

Table 1 “Image Content Accessed by Hashtag Filters” provides a summary of the data 

collection. The sample is deliberately incidental and no demographics have been taken 

into account. It should be noted that only users, which allow display of public content 

have been assessed and included as participants of this study. 
 

Table 1.  Image Content Accessed by Hashtag Filters 
 

Hashtag filter besides 

#stockholm 

Pictures retrieved for a 

period between  

Number of images 

accessed Identified as irrelevant 

#kollektivtrafik April 2015 - April 2014 104 20 

#kollektivtrafiken April 2015 - April 2014 14 1 

#lokaltrafik April 2015 - April 2014 36 13 

#lokaltrafiken April 2015 - April 2014 6 2 

Combined results April 2015 - April 2014 160 36 

    

  

Total photos analysed 

in this study 124 
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In Table 2 “Codified Image Content” each photograph and its accompanying caption 

and hashtags have been ascribed to at least one code (consisting of a phrase or a short 

statement).As many codes as possible have been allowed to evolve organically and 

flow freely from data. In many cases, photographs are assigned more than a single 

code. A single image could have been identified as having multiple meanings. 

Therefore, a single mark under each code does not correspond numerically to a single 

photograph, but rather denotes an occurrence of a meaning. A number of pictures have 

been identified as bearing irrelevant content to this study and therefore have been 

placed in a category labeled “Irrelevant”. Such may include selfies, institutional 

content, commercial content, artwork, unidentifiable content. 
 

 
Table 2.  Codified Image Content 

 

Codes 

Number of code occurrence based on hashtag 

#stockholm and an additional hashtag filter Total  

results #kollektiv 
trafik 

#kollektiv 
trafiken 

#lokal 
Trafik 

#lokal 
trafiken 

Priority sitting signs are good 2    2 

Some misuse facilities/service 1    1 

It's chaos during changes/rerouting 1 2   3 

PT is a public space, part of urban 

landscape 

2

5  6 2 

3

3 

It's part of everyday city life 9  2 2 

1

3 

Water PT is a more positive 

experience 8  4  

1

2 

I get to ride with pets on PT 2  3  5 

Failing service/infrastructure 2 4 2  8 

It's a high price for a poor service 4 1   5 

Poor service, I'll take the car 

instead 1    1 

I want to use my car 1    1 

PT is part of a larger transportation 

system 1 1   2 

PT is an inconvenient service 3 2   5 

I'm a dissatisfied user 2 1 1  4 

PT restricts my freedom of travel 2    2 

If there's a nice view - better 2    2 
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experience 

Lower safety with bad practice of 

drivers 1    1 

When service fails, it's chaos for 

me 2 3   5 

Crowds are huge during rush hours 5 3   8 

Using PT is a lot of stress 1 1   2 

PT use is peaceful and relaxing 2    2 

PT is unreliable at times 2    2 

It's easy to get on the wrong 

train/tram 1    1 

PT wastes my time 1   1 2 

Long waiting times are annoying 2 1 1  4 

Long waiting is extra bad when it 

is cold 1    1 

PT follows political agendas 3    3 

PT during low peak hours is much 

better 2    2 

I get stuck in traffic using PT 1 2   3 

PT spaces used as an object of 

visual art 10  3  

1

3 

PT needs to be developed to serve 

better 9    9 

PT has poor, unclear and confusing 

signage 2    2 

I have high expectations of PT in 

the future 2    2 

They need to include the public 

into planning 1    1 

Better service equals better 

experience 1 1 2  4 

I like smart, humourous campaigns 

by SL 1  1  2 

I need a better PT experience 1 1   2 

PT makes people alienated 1    1 

I mock the management of PT 

system 1 1 2  4 

Commuting takes a long time 1   2 3 
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I'm not happy with the travel 

planning support 1 1   2 

PT needs to be cleaner and neater 1  1  2 

PT is bad, when you have heavy 

luggage  1   1 

PT use is an active pro-

environmental choice  1 1  2 

Irrelevant content 20 1 13 2 36 

 

 

 

Table 3 “Themes” is based on the codified image content. The themes have been 

allowed to emerge as organically as possible when groups of codes were recognized to 

fit and subsequently merged under broader categories. 
 

Table 3. Themes  
 

Themes Number of codes categorized under the theme 

Comfort 4 

Inconvenience 2 

Safety 1 

Good service/positive experience 5 

Unreliability 4 

Time 4 

Crowds 1 

Alienation 1 

Public space 4 

Car preference 2 

Politics 3 

Form of activism 1 

Poor urban planning 7 

Dissatisfaction 3 

Freedom of travel choice 1 

 

 

It is important to note that photographs and corresponding captions and hashtags have 

been thoroughly examined multiple times. Three interpretation sessions were carried 

out independently. Only after comparing results from each session, final results were 

displayed in Table 2 and Table 3.  
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The codes and themes are discussed in the following section by means of the hidden 

transcript theory and through the lens of phenomenological inquiry. 

 

4. Discussion 
 

4.1 Interpretive Analysis of Codified Image Content 
 

The results illuminate that the individual user has a good and detailed knowledge of 

the transportation system of Stockholm, as well as multitudes of subjective opinions 

of it. The themes that emerged from the data are diverse and include opinions, which 

deem public transportation experiences both positive and negative. The themes that 

were identified include comfort, inconvenience, safety, unreliability, time, crowds, 

alienation, dissatisfaction, freedom of travel choice, public space, user experience, 

poor urban planning, car preference, politics and form of activism.  
 

Feelings of partial dissatisfaction, alienation, inconvenience and unreliability of the 

current transportation system are present in much of the accessed Instagram user 

content. Other major components that determine the positive or negative values of a 

transportation experience are levels of comfort, safety and waiting times. Some 

opinions express the notion that the current state of the public transportation in 

Stockholm is a proof of poor urban planning policy and practice. Some users are 

concerned with the high political attachment of Stockholm’s mobility strategy, which 

does not reflect the real needs of people.  
 

On one instance a user conveys that low participation of the public in the design 

process contributes to a failing public transportation service. Moreover, data indicates 

the importance of public transport as part of the whole urban ecosystem, where a well 

functioning public transportation is an indicator for successful city planning. SL is 

mocked on a few occasions, which expresses discontent and contempt towards the 

management of the public transport. On the other hand, some users show approval and 

appreciation towards smart and humorous campaigns promoting the use of public 

transport.  
 

A number of users reveal the importance of the state of public transportation facilities 

and their inclusion in public space.  The interior of vehicles, stations and stops are 

valued as public spaces, where interaction between people occurs. Public 

transportation modes on water, such as ferries, or a route offering a pleasant view, 

such as overgound light railway passages, add to an improved experience and a more 

positive perception of the mode or route in question. On a couple of instances the 

cleanliness and neatness of public transportation spaces were communicated as 

questionable and insufficient under the current situation. Misuse of facilities and/or 

service such as usage of in-vehicle electrical plugs by street musicians rather than 

travellers, is perceived as annoying and a violation of passenger’s rights.  
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Chaos, delays, congestion, confusing signage and long commuting times create stress, 

user dissatisfaction and loss of time. When combined with poor travel planning 

support and long waiting times (especially during the cold season of the year), the 

individual user’s frustration and annoyance increases. On the other side of the 

spectrum, public transport use during low peak hours or when the system does 

succeed to deliver a high quality service are instances indicated by some users to 

create a peaceful and relaxing travelling experience. All of these meanings refer to the 

importance of levels of convenience, reliability, comfort; and factors such as crowds 

and time.  
 

As public transport use of some capacity is intertwined with the daily lives of most 

Stockholmers, some of the data confirms the high expectations towards the service 

and user experience as stated by Stockholm’s Mobility Strategy (2012, p.39). The data 

indicates that some users feel dissatisfaction when malfunctions, inadequate 

infrastructure and high prices not only fail to cater to the needs of the individual user, 

but also compromise the individual’s ability to make choices. Some of the users 

manifest mobility and transportation choices as expressions of freedom. A number of 

users convey a desire for a variety of adequate choices to suit the different everyday 

needs and at reasonable prices. For instance, one user expressed an opinion on the 

inconvenience of public transport use when one has to carry a heavy load of luggage. 

On the other hand, users seem to be content that they are able to ride on the public 

transport together with their pets; or, in another couple of instances, approval for the 

presence of priority seating signs is demonstrated.  On a couple of instances, users 

communicate strong car preference over public transportation. On the other hand, 

public transport use represents active choice and a form of a pro-environmental 

activism despite evident car advantages.  
 

A closer look at examining the clusters of data under each theme, unveils the hidden 

transcript of the urban traveler. On grassroots level, through the lens of social media, 

the individual communicates consistent dissatisfaction towards certain aspects of the 

public transportation system in Stockholm. Firstly, in line with the anticipated 

increase of the price of the monthly SL card, people are discontent with the current, 

already high prices of the service. The pricing schemes simply do not match the 

quality of the service, thus creating user dissatisfaction and unmet expectations. 

Secondly, the current infrastructure does not cater to all the needs of the individual 

user. As people need to move about the city for different reasons and under different 

time constraints, they expect a range of travel choices available at all times. This 

includes a multitude of well-connected modes and a flexible infrastructure tailored to 

all of their necessities. Certain modes are more favored than others. Water 

transportation, for instance, was consistently depicted as pleasant and comfortable. 

Thirdly, quality travel planning is crucial to a positive travel experience; poor travel 

planning support, on the other hand, leads to stress, confusion and a loss of time. The 

hidden transcript of the individual urban traveler conveys a lack of complete trust in 

the public transport service under the current circumstances. This possibly creates a 

barrier for full acceptance of public transport as the main means for transportation 

within the city.  The praised environmental advantages of public transportation do not 

seem to play a predominant role when a travel choice is made.   
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4.2 Limitations and Constraints 
 

There were a number of challenges and limitations throughout the research process. 

The time frame of the project and the lack of financial resources set a considerable 

constraint. Initially, data collection was planned through a classic visual ethnography 

reporting assignment. After exhausting all personal, academic and professional 

networks, a total of 14 photos were gathered. The quantity was far from sufficient and 

the method was deemed inefficient for this particular study. A major issue was 

recruitment of participants based on the short span of time allocated for fieldwork and 

poor channels for promoting the research. Successful visual ethnography is usually 

organized in the form of a campaign and ideally supported by the municipality, an 

organization or an industry. Setting up a website; advertisement via multiple channels; 

provision of a sufficient time frame; and offering incentives for participation in a form 

of a lottery, for instance, would facilitate the level of trust and engagement needed to 

conduct such an ethnographic study.   
 

Access to the voice of hidden discourses thus had to be granted through other informal 

channels; ideally with already generated material. Social media platforms offer 

precisely such arena for spontaneous, non-intrusive, non-imposed, unorganized, real-

time and free forms of visual expression. After some research and consideration, 

Instagram in particular seemed to offer a promising (off) stage for expressing the 

hidden transcript of urban travellers. Due to the short period of existence of Instagram, 

there was uncertainty as to whether Instagram could actually serve as a data source for 

qualitative research. The literature overview showed that quantitative research has 

been conducted indeed, whilst at the same time qualitative research remains a largely 

unexplored territory. In search for answers, hereby is an excerpt of the email 

correspondancce with prof. Gillian Rose, who is at the forefront of emerging visual 

research methods:  
 

“I don't know of anybody using Instagram photographs, apart from the 

Software Studies project run by Lev Manovich, and another paper (which 

also mentions the ethical side of things)...The Digital Methods Summer 

School run by Richard Rogers in Amsterdam is exploring this issue this 

year - it's really new territory… If you could invent a way around these - 

some kind of semi-qualitative analysis?! - that would be very innovative 

and useful!” 

(Rose, 2015) 
 

After both of the papers suggested by Prof. Gillian Rose were assessed, the use of a 

mixed method approach deriving from qualitative research, visual research methods 

and social media research was deemed appropriate.   

The question of public and private, from an ethical perspective, but also in relation to 

public and private content shared on social media, was a critical limitation during the 
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research process. After adopting the standpoint of contextual integrity, protection of 

user’s privacy became a top priority and thus, the overpowering element of this study.   

A considerable limitation of conducting a visual ethnography on the Internet via 

Instagram is the narrow access to participants and data. Firstly, public user content is 

only a fragment of all content posted on Instagram. Secondly, search tools only allow 

returning search results, if the caption contains a hashtag. A researcher could then 

only speculate how much relevant content remains unveiled. Although the Swedish 

Internet Infrastructure Foundation has announced statistical information that in 2014 

every third Swede had a user account on Instagram (Findahl, 2014), users of social 

media do not represent all social groups.  Thus, the research is unable to offer a rich 

picture of lived human experience. Nevertheless, the increasing importance of social 

media and growing volumes of user data will grant further popularity of sophisticated 

visual methods for qualitative research on the Internet in the future.   

 

4.3 Discussion and Suggestions for Future Research 
 

Social media provides a platform where the urban traveler freely manifests 

subjectivity of opinion, often outside of social norms. Interestingly and despite the 

lack of any collective leadership or formal organization, many of the opinions and 

perceptions expressed through images are almost identical, or at least hold similar 

context. Therefore, it could be summarised that counter discourses on public 

transportation tapped in this study contain frustration, annoyance, discontent and 

reactionary opinions towards consistently repetitive issues. 
 

The examination of visual content as expression of subjective opinions of the public 

transportation system on Instagram provides a glimpse into the inner voice of the 

public. At the same time as social media research is a new territory for researchers, 

this study serves only as an attempt to access hidden discourses of public 

transportation. Future establishment of concrete visual research methods through 

social media and a clear ethical framework would allow for more fruitful and in-depth 

qualitative research. A far-reaching access to the hidden transcript perspective holds 

promising potential to unlock missing links and bridge gaps in qualitative 

transportation research. 
 

As urban planners are slowly shifting the paradigm of urban planning towards 

sustainable urban design and sustainable mobility, deeper knowledge and far better 

understanding of the individual become crucial in terms of engaging the public and 

catering to its needs. Consideration of the hidden transcript could possibly facilitate 

design of highly tailored sustainable urban transportation systems, which better reflect 

the everyday mobility needs of the urban dweller, on one hand, and further integrate 

principles of sustainability, on the other. Placing the individual in the center of urban 

design and transportation research would allow for smart urban travel systems, which 

foster pro-environmental travel behaviour without compromising the freedom of 

choice, or the individual needs. 
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Suggestions for future research foremost include a higher degree of clarity on the 

ethical front. Secondly, a need for better application and unification of mixed 

methodology is identified. Combination of visual ethnography and virtual research 

would allow for a much clearer representation and easier interpretation of sensitive 

visual data. Improved and more sophisticated design of similar qualitative studies on 

subjective opinions could prove useful for public transportation planners on larger 

scales. Support by city councils, municipal institutions and industry are also crucial.  
 

Ensuring full cooperation of the public, which also happens to be the user of public 

transportation systems, could possibly hold the key to bring visions of sustainable 

cities of the future into reality. Sustainable mobility strategies cannot be executed 

unless the needs of urban travellers are met adequately and the individual is granted 

legitimate agency in the planning process. Allowing hidden discourses to break off 

from the “underground” will redefine the boundaries of the public arena. It would 

create a mutual ground, where the needs of the individual citizen would act as a 

driving force of urban transportation design.  
 

5. Conclusion 
 

This degree project identified a lack of comprehensive methods to meet the current 

needs of sustainable transportation policy and practice. This knowledge gap in 

transportation research justified the objective to develop, test and assess a new 

method. The method for the suggested visual mix method followed the three steps of 

meta-methodology as explained by Thomann (1973): determination of the purpose; 

development and testing of a new method; evaluation of the method in terms of 

accomplishing the purpose. Scott’s theory of the hidden transcript (1990) allowed for 

the assumption that there is a hidden transcript on public transportation at the 

grassroots level. 

 

Application and testing of the visual research mixed method tapped into the inner 

voice of the public transportation user in Stockholm. Albeit many limitations and 

ethical constraints, the results offered a glimpse into the hidden transcript of the 

individual urban traveler. The study confirms the capacity of similar visual mixed 

methods and their potential for future research in the field of sustainable 

transportation.  
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Appendix 
 

 

RVU Sverige - den nationella resvaneundersökningen 2011–2012 

The swedish national travel survey 2011–2012 

 

Tabell 23       

 

Färdlängd (kilometer) per person och dag efter kommungrupp5 och färdsätt år 2011–2012  

 

Total distance traveled (in kilometers) per person and day by classification of municipality and mode of travel year 

2011–2012       

 

Kommungrupp Färdsätt     Samtliga 

 

Classification of municipalities5 Mode of travel     All 
 Till fots, cykel Bil Kollektiva färdsätt3 Övriga färdsätt4 Uppgift saknas  
 By foot, bicycle Car Public transport3 Other mode of travel4 Information not available

  

Storstäder 2.2 19 8 14 0 43 
Metropolitan municipalities       
Förortskommuner till storstäderna 1.6 27 7 13 0 48 
Suburban municipalities       
Större städer 2.3 27 6 8 0 43 
Large cities       
Förortskommuner till större städer 1.5 41 8 5 0 55 
Suburban municipalities to large cities       
Pendlingskommuner 1.6 34 5 3 0 44 
Commuter municipalities       
Turism- och besöksnäringskommuner 1.7 40 6 5 0 52 
Tourism and travel industry municipalities       
Varuproducerande kommuner 1.8 35 3 2 0 42 
Manufacturing municipalities       
Glesbygdkommuner 1.3 41 6 5 0 53 
Sparsely populated municipalities       
Kommuner i tätbefolkad region 1.7 33 3 1 0 39 
Municipalities in densely populated regions       
Kommuner i glesbefolkad region 1.4 36 8 9 0 55 
Municipalities in sparsely populated regions       
Samtliga 1.9 29 6 8 0 45 
All       
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