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Definitions of key terms 

Active transportation (AT): Walking and cycling for practical transportation, as well as public 

transit use  

AT modal split: The total percentage of people who use active transportation (i.e. walking, 

cycling and public transit use combined) for daily transportation in a given jurisdiction 

AT mode share: Synonym for AT modal split 

AT rate: Synonym for AT modal split 
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Abstract 

This qualitative comparative case study examined factors related to politics that might 

explain the notably different active transportation (AT - walking, cycling, and public transit use) 

rates achieved in Helsinki, Finland (a leading European city in AT, where 77 per cent of people 

use primarily AT for daily transportation) and Ottawa, Canada (a leading North American city in 

AT, but where the AT rate is 28.5 per cent).  

 Applying the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) - a policy process theory - 

individual focused interviews were conducted with 47 active transportation experts from the two 

cities. Document review was employed as a secondary method. The results are discussed in three 

articles written for peer reviewed journals – the first two concentrating on the findings from 

Helsinki and Ottawa respectively, and the third article comparing the findings from both cities. 

Overall, differences stemming from the ACF category of relatively stable parameters 

(i.e., stable background-level factors) including land use, transportation planning traditions, and 

political systems were identified as likely important in explaining the discrepancy in AT rates.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This research project consisted of a qualitative comparative case study examining the role 

of factors related to politics in the promotion of active transportation (AT - walking, cycling and 

public transit use)1 in Helsinki, Finland and Ottawa, Canada between the late 1960s and today. 

The promotion of AT is supported by numerous health organizations (Dora, Hosking, 

Mudu, & Fletcher, 2011; Edwards & Tsouros, 2006; International Society for Physical Activity 

and Health, 2011). This reflects its potential with respect to increasing physical activity as well 

as reducing air pollution and improving safety for vulnerable road users. AT is also favoured for 

its beneficial effects in terms of the environment (e.g., reduced greenhouse gas emissions), social 

concerns (e.g., improved equity in transportation) and the economy (e.g., reduced health and 

environmental costs, increased mobility and productivity). So far, very little research has 

attempted to explore the effects of political context on AT promotion. 

While numerous top-performing international cities have achieved AT modal splits (i.e. 

the percentage of people who use AT for daily transportation)2 of more than 75 per cent  

(European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a), Canadian and North American cities rarely  

  

                                                 
 

1 The term active transportation (AT) is most frequently considered to include walking, cycling as well as (in some cases) less 
common forms of non-motorized transportation such as skateboarding and in-line skating.  For the purposes of this research, AT is 
defined as including walking, cycling, and public transit use. The inclusion of public transit use is mainly in response to an emerging 
body  evidence (Besser and Dannenberg, 2005 and Lachapelle, Frank and Saelens, 2011) indicating that public transit users typically 
accumulate significant amounts of physical activity (as a result of walking to and from transit stops, for example). Further discussion of 
the logic for this choice is provided later in the Introduction on p. 18 (Active transportation: definition). 

2 According to its definition by Transportation-Dictionary.org (http://www.transportation-dictionary.org/Modal_Split) and 
employed by the European Platform on Mobility Management (EPOMM) (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.b). As 
modal split data are typically collected via surveys, there is no way to ensure direct comparability from city to city, given differences in 
survey methods. Research by EPOMM indicates that despite differences in survey methods, modal split data are “relatively well 
comparable” (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.b) between cities in different countries. 
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have modal splits of more than 30 per cent (Statistics Canada, 2015; U.S. Department of 

Transportation, 2015). This suggests that factors related to the North American context may be 

responsible for some of the large discrepancy in AT performance. As will be discussed, while it 

may be reasonably assumed that these overall differences in AT performance are strongly related 

to the degree of governmental commitment to public policies deliberately designed to support 

AT, it is not clear why North American jurisdictions have been less successful overall in making 

favourable policy decisions.   

Accordingly, the selection of Ottawa and Helsinki as cases was made with the objective 

of examining the role of political factors in explaining varying levels of commitment to AT 

favourable policies and related AT success (measured by modal split) in noteworthy different 

contexts. Briefly, while Ottawa is among the top-performing North American cities for AT, with 

approximately 28 per cent of people using AT for daily trips at the city level (City of Ottawa, 

2013a, p. 17), its success is weak relative to the 77 per cent achieved in Helsinki (European 

Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a). This sizable difference is striking given that the cities 

share several potentially important AT-related challenges including low population densities, 

high driving rates in their respective countries, and cold winter climates. At the same time, 

Helsinki displays evidence of a much stronger long-term policy-level commitment to the 

promotion of AT than Ottawa when considered, for example, in terms of investment in AT 

infrastructure such as public transit, bicycle and walking facilities.  

The research question was: What factors related to politics might help to explain why 

Helsinki was able to prioritize the promotion of AT to a much higher degree than Ottawa over the 

long term? The theoretical framework was selected from political science. Specifically, this 

research applied Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith’s Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) (Jenkins-
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Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Sabatier, 1988; Weible & Sabatier, 2007) - a theory of the policy process 

that provides a model of the major categories of factors affecting politics that result in ultimate 

policy choices. As will be discussed, this framework was chosen mainly on the basis of its 

relevance for social-determinants-focused health policy (to which AT promotion belongs) and its 

demonstrated useful application to a number of health-related policy areas. Furthermore, certain 

features of the ACF (briefly, relating to its salience for policy areas displaying values-based 

conflicts and a wide variety of actors) made it appear particularly applicable to municipal 

transportation policy.  

The primary research method was the focused interview. In total, 47 interviews were 

conducted with identified AT experts in Helsinki and Ottawa. In order to gather background 

information, fill identified research gaps, and verify the information provided via the interviews, 

the review of a large volume of documents (e.g., newspaper articles, policy papers, academic 

research, advocacy material, websites, and city planning documents) was employed as a 

secondary method. 

Following a discussion of relevant background information (in the remainder of the 

Introduction) and chapters discussing the theoretical framework and the methodology, the results 

are presented in three articles. The first (Saidla, 2017a), written for a health promotion-focused 

audience, is a case study of long-term AT promotion efforts in Helsinki. Mainly, it discusses 

identified political factors that appear to have facilitated Helsinki’s high level of success in AT. 

The second article (Saidla, 2017b) is a case study of long-term AT promotion in Ottawa, written 

for a sociology- and political science-based interdisciplinary audience. It identifies and describes 

a number of identified context-specific political challenges that appear to have significantly 

hindered Ottawa’s progress in achieving higher AT rates. The third article is a comparative case 
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study of AT promotion in Helsinki and Ottawa. This article focusses on the most noteworthy 

areas of contextual difference that may seem to explain a significant portion of the varying levels 

of commitment to AT observed in the two cities. It was written for a readership interested in 

health and policy at an international level, particularly in relation to topics identified as priorities 

by the World Health Organization (including, for example, physical activity). Finally, the 

concluding chapter presents a summary of findings overall, discusses practical implications for 

the promotion of AT and health, suggests possibilities for future research, and discusses the 

study’s limitations.  

Active transportation: definition 

The decision to include public transit use within the definition of AT (which is more 

frequently considered to include the practical use of walking and cycling) was made based on 

two major considerations. The first was that an emerging body of evidence (Besser and 

Dannenberg, 2005; Lachapelle, Frank, Saelens et al. 2011) indicates that public transit users 

frequently accumulate significant amounts of physical activity. Research carried out by Besser 

and Dannenberg (2005) suggests that Americans who use public transit spend a median of 19 

minutes per day walking to and from public transit stops. The same study suggests that 29 per 

cent of American public transit users accumulate at least 30 minutes of walking to and from 

transit per day, an amount that would allow the achievement of US physical activity targets. 

(Active Living Research, 2009; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2014). 

Furthermore, the results of research carried out in the Seattle and Baltimore regions (Lachapelle, 

Frank, Saelens, & et al., 2011) included the finding that frequent transit users accumulated eight 

more minutes of objectively measured moderate physical activity per day than those who did not 

commute by transit. Assuming this occurred on five days per week, a typical transit user would 
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thus accumulate 40 of the 150 weekly minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity 

recommended in the U.S. (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2014). Bearing this 

in mind, including public transit use within the definition of AT was considered a straightforward 

way to ensure that this analysis included a transportation mode that is likely associated with 

important amounts of physical activity and related health benefits. 

The second consideration was that walking, cycling and public transit together are 

frequently and logically considered to constitute a unified alternative to automobile 

transportation. In connection, many policy-level suggestions for shifting the balance of 

transportation to healthier modes are aimed at simultaneously improving conditions walking, 

cycling, and public transit use while also discouraging automobile driving (Banister, 2005; 

Newman & Kenworthy, 1999). Examples of such policy-level suggestions would include, for 

example, the implementation of land use policies focused on the provision of a mix of housing, 

services and employment in close proximity, the creation of safer, more walkable business and 

housing districts, as well as policies designed to discourage automobile use such reducing the 

availability of parking and implementing road pricing policies. 

The benefits of active transportation 

The promotion of AT is strongly supported by health organizations for its potential 

benefits in areas including physical activity, air quality and traffic safety (Dora et al., 2011; 

Edwards & Tsouros, 2006; International Society for Physical Activity and Health, 2011). 

Physical inactivity contributes to conditions including cardiovascular disease, obesity, and 

diabetes (Cavill, Kahlmeier, & Racioppi, 2006) and is the world’s fourth leading risk factor for 

mortality (World Health Organization, n.d.). In Canada, roughly 85 per cent of adults and 93 per 

cent of children fail to meet currently recommended health-related physical activity targets 
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(Colley et al., 2011; Colley et al., 2014). Air pollution, meanwhile, contributes to cardiovascular 

disease as well as cancer and respiratory conditions (World Health Organization, 2016). 

According to the Canadian Medical Association, air pollution is responsible for 21 000 

premature deaths each year in Canada (Canadian Medical Association, 2008). Finally, the 

development of secure environments for AT can create substantial safety improvements for non-

motorized users (Pucher & Dijkstra, 2003).   

In terms of evidence specifically linking AT and health, scientific literature reviews 

indicate that AT promotion has considerable potential and few associated risks. According to the 

results of one extensive literature review (Larouche, 2012) examining the environmental and 

health benefits of AT:  

…the reviewed studies suggest that increasing the mode share of AT [in this case, 

walking and cycling] may lead to multiple health benefits (i.e. declines in the risk of 

obesity, cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, hypertension, cancer, etc.). The benefits vary 

across studies, but importantly, all available health impact assessment studies have 

concluded that the benefits of increasing the mode share of AT largely outweighed the 

risks. (p. 429) 

Meanwhile, Badland and Schofield (2005), in a review of evidence concerning the links 

between urban design and physical activity, found that “fostering suitable urban environments is 

critical to sustaining physical activity behaviours” (p. 177), noting that the greatest potential 

within urban design for sustaining physical activity appeared to be in transportation-related 

activities (p. 193). Finally, according to a research review by Active Living Research (2009) “A 

substantial body of research shows that certain aspects of the transportation infrastructure – 

public transit, greenways and trails, sidewalks and safe street crossings near schools, bicycle 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 7 

paths, traffic-calming devices, and sidewalks that connect schools and homes to destinations – 

are associated with more walking and bicycling, greater physical activity, and lower obesity 

rates” (p. 6).  

AT is also supported basis of its potential environmental, social, and economic benefits. 

Briefly, with respect to environmental protection, increased rates of AT should contribute to 

reduced levels of environmentally damaging air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions 

resulting in climate change (Bergeron & Cragg, 2009b; Transport Canada, 2011). From a health 

perspective it is noteworthy that climate change itself was referred to by a Lancet University 

College London (UCL) commission in 2009 as “potentially the biggest global health threat in the 

21st century” (Costello, Abbas, Allen & et al., 2009, p. 1728) as a result of is effects in areas such 

as disease, water and food insecurity, shelter, and extreme climatic events.  

From a social perspective, AT has the potential to provide increased social capital from 

more human interaction, more equitable distribution of public space and resources, and increased 

public access to healthy food, recreational opportunities, and other community resources 

(Bergeron & Cragg, 2009a; Transport Canada, 2010). This applies particularly to socially 

disadvantaged groups because AT provides mobility that one does not have to travel or pay for. 

Finally, it has been convincingly demonstrated that AT offers considerable benefits from an 

economic perspective, for example: less traffic gridlock, greater workplace productivity, reduced 

health costs, and lower environmental costs (Campbell & Wittgens, 2004; Litman, 2017).  

The overall advantages of raising AT rates are increasingly clear, particularly with respect 

to related potential economic savings. A recent report by the Medical Officers of Health for the 

Greater Toronto-Hamilton Area (Mowat, Gardner, Mckeown, & et al., 2014), notably, documents 

a variety of benefits that could be achieved via increases in AT in that region. The authors 
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conducted calculations based on a theoretical scenario in which by 2031 (relative to the current 

situation) the region was able to increase public transit use by 9.8 percentage points, increase 

walking and cycling for commuting to work and school by five percentage points each, and 

substitute five per cent of current short car trips with walking or cycling.  According to the 

report, achieving the above would prevent 184 premature deaths and 1000 cases of diabetes per 

year as a result of increases in physical activity; 154 premature deaths and more than 90 

hospitalizations per year would be prevented via reductions in traffic-related air pollution; 

upfront municipal infrastructure costs would decrease by 38 per cent, while annual operating 

costs would decrease by 14 per cent; Greenhouse gas emissions would be 29 per cent less. 

Finally, the resulting reduction in congestion would shorten average commute times by 22 

minutes. Overall, the economic savings associated with deaths prevented were calculated to be 

$2.2 billion per year, while the net economic benefit (not including benefits related to health) 

was calculated to be $ 15 billion.  

Active transportation and public policy 

Policy-oriented research (R. Buehler, Pucher, & Kunert, 2009; European Conference of 

Ministers of Transport, 2004; Pucher & Buehler, 2012; Pucher, 2012; United Nations Economic 

Commission for Europe, 2009)  suggests that AT performance may be considered strongly the 

result of public policy decisions. Pucher and Buehler, for example, conducted a thorough 

investigation (Pucher & Buehler, 2008) into what might explain the relative success of the 

promotion of cycling in the Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany. Mainly, they attributed it to 

the well-coordinated implementation of multi-faceted, mutually-reinforcing policies such as the 

generous provision of cycling infrastructure and traffic calming, public education and 
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promotional events, and the implementation of a variety of policies to discourage automobile 

use.  

Even more pointedly, Pucher (1988) compared 12 Western European and North American 

jurisdictions by both modal split data and relevant transportation policies. According to the 

referenced modal split data, automobile travel accounted for 82 per cent and 74 per cent of trips 

in the United States and Canada respectively, but less than 50 per cent in Western European 

countries. With respect to transportation policies, Pucher notes a variety of ways in which these 

are more favourable to AT overall in Western Europe. These include higher levels of service for 

public transit, higher levels of subsidization for the construction of bicycle infrastructure, the 

establishment of more pedestrian-friendly zones and the provision of better safety overall for 

pedestrians and cyclists. Furthermore, Pucher highlights the particular importance of policies 

making automobile ownership and use expensive, such as high gas prices, high taxes on auto 

ownership, and high prices for parking. Finally, Pucher also notes the lower average 

subsidization of roadway building, and greater governmental involvement in land use and 

housing policies as likely connected with lower rates of automobile use. Overall, Pucher 

maintains that “current urban transportation systems and travel behaviour are – for better or for 

worse – primarily the results of public policy” (p. 517). 

Overall, literature discussing recommended public policies to encourage AT (Banister, 

2005; Newman & Kenworthy, 1999; Schiller, Bruun, & Kenworthy, 2010) generally points to 

investment in infrastructure and services such as public transit, traffic calming, and dedicated 

facilities for walking and cycling. Also frequently discussed are policies designed to discourage 

automobile use (e.g., increased fuel charges and decreased parking availability). Furthermore, AT 
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proponents typically favour the development of more compact communities featuring mixed land 

uses that result in shorter distances between amenities. 

Given the established links between deliberate public policy decisions and AT rates, this 

research focused on questions related to what political factors may facilitate or hinder 

governmental commitment to AT-favourable public policies. 

Differing levels of AT success in Europe and North America 

As noted earlier, some jurisdictions display remarkable success when measured according 

to AT rates, with a considerable number of European cities having AT modal splits of over 50 per 

cent (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a), and some (such as London, Paris, and 

Helsinki) exceeding 75 per cent (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a).  

Canadian and US cities, however, rarely achieve modal splits of even 30 per cent 

(Statistics Canada, 2015; U.S. Department of Transportation, 2015). In the United States, only 

four of 383 metropolitan statistical areas have AT mode shares of more than 25 per cent (U.S. 

Department of Transportation, 2015). According to Statistics Canada, the census metropolitan 

areas of Ottawa (Ontario-side) (30.1 per cent) Montreal (29.7 per cent), Toronto (29.1 per cent), 

and Vancouver (27.8 per cent) have the highest percentages of AT from among major Canadian 

metropolitan areas (Statistics Canada, 2015). More broadly, Bassett et al., (2008) examined 

overall AT modal splits in 17 countries including the United States and Canada. While the United 

States and Canada had AT rates of roughly 11 per cent and 20 per cent respectively, eight 

European countries (e.g., Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Spain), had AT rates above 40 per 

cent (Bassett et al., 2008, p. 799). Furthermore, as discussed earlier with reference to AT and 

public policy, Pucher’s research (1988) compared 12 Western European and North American 

jurisdictions by modal split data and found that automobile travel accounted for 82 per cent and 
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74 per cent of trips in the United States and Canada respectively, but less than 50 per cent in 

Western European countries.   

Overall, these numbers suggest the possibility that factors related to the North American 

context may at least partly explain the failure of North American cities to achieve higher AT 

mode shares and that research concerning more specific factors that might contribute to these 

differences is warranted.  

Political challenges in healthy public policy 

From a health-based perspective, the promotion of AT clearly fits within the category of 

healthy public policy, or alternatively, health in all policies. The National Collaborating Centre 

for Healthy Public Policy described this concept as “public policy that potentially enhances 

populations’ health by having a positive impact on the social, economic, and environmental 

determinants of health” (National Collaborating Centre for Healthy Public Policy, 2013). Nancy 

Milio, one of those widely credited with the original development of the healthy public policies 

approach, defined healthy public policies as “ones that improve the conditions under which 

people live: secure, safe, adequate, and sustainable livelihoods, lifestyles, and environments, 

including housing, education, nutrition, information exchange, child care, transportation, and 

necessary community and personal social and health services” (Milio, 2001).   

From a practical perspective, healthy public policy requires a shift in the focus of analysis 

from health care services to a very large number of social, economic and political factors which 

affect the determinants of health. Healthy public policy emphasizes the role of a wide range of 

determinants of health including, for example, wealth, occupation, diet, physical activity, and the 

built environment. Notably, it includes the explicit consideration of the health effects of policies 

that are outside the traditional health sector (Fafard, 2008). This is in contrast to the more 
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traditional view of health outcomes being primarily determined by care (often acute) received in 

doctors’ offices and at hospitals. Credit for the increase in the popularity of the healthy public 

policy approach has been given (Breton & De Leeuw, 2010) to Milio (1981), as mentioned 

earlier, as well as to Hancock (1985), and, following them, to the Ottawa Charter for Health 

Promotion (World Health Organization, 1986). 

In recent years, the term health in all policies (HiAP) is increasingly used in place of 

healthy public policy, particularly at the international level. In substance, however, the concept 

remains essentially the same. Health in all policies was defined by the WHO in 2013 as “an 

approach to public policies across sectors that systematically takes into account the health 

implications of decisions, seeks synergies, and avoids harmful health impacts, in order to 

improve population health and health  equity” (World Health Organization, 2013).  

A number of specific challenges for healthy public policy implementation have been 

identified. Exworthy (2008) outlined seven high-level policy challenges related to addressing the 

social determinants of health. Briefly, Exworthy’s challenges include: the fact that social 

determinants of health are multi-faceted and have multiple causes; the fact that the time frames 

associated with the “life course” approach (which emphasizes how factors at all stages of life 

influence long-term health outcomes) employed by advocates of healthy public policy are long 

relative to political cycles; the requirement for inter-sectoral cooperation; the relatively low level 

of priority assigned to health in other policy areas; the difficulty in clarifying cause-effect 

relationships because of the complexities involved in addressing social determinants; lack of 

supporting epidemiological data; and globalization. 

In addition to locating the promotion of AT within the category of healthy public policy 

(and health in all policies) and revealing some of the significant potential challenges relevant for 
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AT policy implementation, related literature also makes it clear that advocates of healthy public 

policy have generally struggled when it comes to transferring the evidence that supports the logic 

of healthy public policy into actual policy implementation (Breton & De Leeuw, 2010; O'Neill, 

LeMieux, Groleau, Fortin, & LaMarche, 1997). To a significant degree, this is attributable to the 

fact that the healthy public policy movement has generally been led by researchers from the 

health field who do not have formal expertise in public policy. Authors including Bernier and 

Clavier (2011) and  Fafard (2008), for example, have suggested that health promotion advocates 

have often assumed that the process of policy making is essentially linear, progressing through 

stages such as problem identification, research, the transfer of research to policy, and finally, to 

policy implementation. In contrast, the reality is much more complex and involves many factors 

external to the immediate policy environment including, for example public opinion, social 

movements, economic interests, and values (Bernier & Clavier, 2011; Fafard, 2008; Fafard, 

2015; Hawkins & Parkhurst, 2015).  

Correspondingly, a number of authors (Breton & De Leeuw, 2010; Gagnon, Turgeon, & 

Dallaire, 2007) have argued that more research that applies formal theoretical frameworks from 

fields such as political science (where a wide variety of factors beyond evidence in itself are 

given thorough attention) is called for. This research project aimed, in part, to respond to the call 

for theoretically informed research about healthy public policies. 

Political factors and active transportation 

Overall, little formal policy research that specifically deals with political factors and the 

promotion of AT could be identified at the outset of this research.  Several studies (Litt et al., 

2013; Richards, Murdoch, Reeder, & Rosenby, 2010; Richards, Murdoch, Reeder, & Amun, 
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2011) were identified that had made efforts to document the characteristics and strategies of 

advocates in favour of either AT or a subject area strongly related to AT.  

Litt et al. (2013) for example, interviewed members of 59 active living collaboratives 

(including coalitions, networks, partnerships, and alliances that were in some way advocating 

changes to the built environment that would assist in the promotion of physically active 

lifestyles) in twenty-two U.S. states in order to determine both their characteristics and the extent 

to which they were successful in achieving environmental and policy changes. Their analysis 

focused mainly on describing the composition, characteristics, locations, activities and objectives 

of the collaboratives. Overall, the authors found that the collaboratives typically included diverse 

sets of partners and undertook very wide ranges of activity. The most common areas of work 

were safe routes to school, and parks and recreation, while the most success in changing policy 

was achieved in the areas of public plazas, street improvements, streetscaping, parks, open 

spaces, and recreation. The types of policies that were targeted most frequently included 

complete streets (i.e., policies that require streets to accommodate all users, including 

pedestrians, cyclists, and automobiles), and zoning ordinances. Finally, the most frequently 

employed strategies were “engaging in media activities and the policy-making process” (p. 1) as 

well as “engaging stakeholders” (p. 1). Overall, the authors concluded that while the most 

success was achieved in the area of parks and recreation, further opportunities existed in areas 

including transit and infill development.  

While the results of this and other similar studies (Richards et al., 2010; Richards et al., 

2011) have considerable value, these studies do not employ approaches driven by formal policy 

process theories that emphasize not only the advocates but also the associated political factors, 

nor do they specifically examine a Canadian case as part of their inquiry. 
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Bratzel (1999) and T. J. Buehler (2007) were the only authors originally identified who 

had considered underlying political factors related to success in the implementation of policies 

strongly related to AT. Bratzel (1999) conducted a comparative analysis using five case studies of 

cities in Switzerland, the Netherlands and Germany in order to consider underlying political 

factors related to sustainable transportation policy (sustainable transportation being the same as 

AT, including walking, cycling and public transit). Bratzel makes reference to several theoretical 

concepts from political science such as policy learning, levels of policy change, and policy 

windows, associated with the authors Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1999), Hall (1993), and 

Kingdon (1984). While Bratzel’s research would not normally be described as making formal use 

of any of these theoretical concepts, the term policy macro-windows (or large-scale opportunities 

for policy shifts) is used to describe the development of sustainable transportation policy in his 

case studies. Bratzel explicitly borrows this idea from Kingdon’s (1984) well-known multiple 

streams theory from political science as well as from an elaboration of this same concept by 

Keeler (1993).  

Overall, Bratzel suggests that macro-windows favourable to sustainable transportation 

only open as a result of strong changes outside the immediate political environment (e.g., state-

level political mandates and social crises). Furthermore, he adds that the opening of a macro-

window, while necessary, is likely not a sufficient condition for policy change. He concludes that 

policy change in this area only appears possible when macro-windows are open and other factors 

(the level of organization of political actors, interest groups, etc.) lead to their exploitation.  

T. J. Buehler (2007) analyzed fifty years of bicycle policy in Davis, California and 

attempted to determine what factors were responsible for the relatively high degree of success 

that was achieved in that city. He considered the influence of a very large number of bicycle 
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policy advocates and competing groups over different time periods. Throughout his research 

report, Buehler makes reference to aspects of three formal theories of the policy process that we 

will discuss later, including punctuated equilibrium theory, multiple streams theory, and the ACF. 

Buehler, like Bratzel, makes use of Kingdon’s term, policy window, to describe periods during 

which it was possible to make considerable progress with the promotion of cycling. His 

application of these theories, however, is not systematic.  

Buehler summarizes his account by dividing the development of bicycle policy in Davis 

into 6 time periods from the 1950s to 2005. Within each time period, he describes how the 

following five elements either affected or were affected by the promotion of bicycling: the 

natural environment, the built environment, the (social) community, advocacy, and self-selection 

(i.e., people choosing to live in Davis because they liked to cycle). Briefly, Buehler found that all 

of these elements contributed in differing ways and to varying degrees during each time period. 

Overall, he concluded that the factors that contributed the most to the high rates of cycling in 

Davis were the favourable climate and topography, residents who created a culture favourable to 

bicycling, and the strong efforts of individual leaders. With respect specifically to advocacy, the 

efforts of individual leaders were found to be particularly important during periods of significant 

opposition from the public, city officials, or municipal government. 

While the research conducted by Bratzel (1999) and T. J. Buehler (2007) was considered 

relevant in that portions of their studies evaluate efforts to promote AT and relevant political 

circumstances, neither study formally applied a political theoretical framework to AT. 

Furthermore, neither study attempted to examine factors that might help to explain the glaring 

gaps in AT performance between Canadian and European contexts. 
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Interestingly, two research papers applying policy process theories to AT were identified 

more recently, having been published during the period that this research project took place. The 

first (Zwald, Eyler, & Moreland-Russell, 2016), guided by Kingdon’s Multiple Streams 

framework (a theoretical framework from political science similar to the ACF that is  discussed 

in more detail in the Theoretical Framework chapter), explored Metropolitan Planning 

Organizations’(MTOs – federally mandated agencies responsible for distributing federal 

transportation funds and planning transportation projects) prioritization of AT in six US 

metropolitan areas. The goal of the research was to “explore the policy change processes that 

influence MPO’s increased prioritization of AT policies” (p. 294). The authors conducted their 

investigation using interviews with key informants, with interview questions and analysis being 

guided by concepts from the Multiple Streams Framework. Overall, the results indicated that the 

prioritization of AT by MTOs was the result of the convergence of Kingdon’s problem, politics 

and policy streams and that highly committed policy entrepreneurs were vital in creating 

windows of opportunity3.  

Weber (2016) also relied on the Multiple Streams Framework in his large-scale study 

investigating explanations for the varying levels of commitment to investment in bicycle 

infrastructure in US municipalities. Using a combination of surveys and interviews, he explored  

a number of hypotheses related to Kingdon’s policy entrepreneur and windows of opportunity  

  

                                                 
 

3 As described by the study’s authors, the problem stream includes the problems that politicians and citizens would like 
addressed, the politics stream consists of the national mood, campaigns, or legislative and administrative changes, while the policy 
stream includes the policy options available at local, regional, state and federal levels. A window of opportunity is described by Kingdon 
(2002) as when two or more of the streams meet each other, which can happen as a result of a variety of events, including efforts by 
policy entrepreneurs who are advocates of particular policy positions that are also skilled at creating and taking advantage of favorable 
political circumstances. 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 18 

concepts. Broadly, he concluded that while policy entrepreneurs do play an important role in 

local bicycling-favourable infrastructure and policy change, broader local support (e.g., from 

among academia, municipal personnel, political officials) is necessary to significantly change a 

municipality’s infrastructure-related priorities in favour of bicycling (p.147) Furthermore, Weber 

found that windows of opportunity helped to “jumpstart” local attention to bicycling-related 

issues, but that over time enthusiasm tended to moderate and decisions largely reflected 

longstanding plans, programs, and policies (p. 148). 

The more recent studies discussed above highlight the utility of applying formal political 

frameworks to the promotion of AT, with potentially useful findings being discovered in each 

case. As with all of the relevant literature discussed however, neither explores what might 

explain the very large differences in AT performance between North American and leading 

European or other international jurisdictions. Furthermore, neither includes the Canadian 

context. Altogether, the literature discussed above points to the potential utility of this 

dissertation. 

Summary 

Overall, the motivation and logic for this research result from four main considerations: 

1) the potential health and additional benefits to be derived from increasing AT rates, particularly 

in Canadian and North American cities; 2) the striking differences in AT rates between 

Canadian/North American and European jurisdictions; 3) the social-determinants focused 

scholarly literature calling for the application of formal political frameworks to healthy public 

policy, and 4) the fact that only a small body of research applying political theory to the 

promotion of AT exists, and that none was identified including the Canadian context.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework: The Advocacy Coalition Framework 

Theories of the policy process 

The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Jenkins-

Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014; Sabatier, 1988; Weible & Sabatier, 2007) is one of 

several theories of the policy process from political science (e.g., the stages model, multiple-

streams theory, and punctuated equilibrium theory). These theories provide conceptual models of 

how major categories of political factors (e.g., the power of the executive, institutions, interests, 

and values) interact to determine ultimate policy choices. The models can be used in a wide 

variety of ways. Apart from contributing to theoretical understanding of the policy process for its 

own sake, they provide structure for guiding inquiry into more detailed aspects of particular 

policy process areas and factors (e.g., agenda setting, interest groups, and collective action, 

among others) (Jann & Wegrich, 2007).  

In a practical context, these theoretical models can be used to help organize and guide 

research concerning particular real-world policy areas (such as federal tax policy, provincial 

transportation policy, municipal environmental policy, and so forth). If one wanted to determine, 

for example, what factors resulted in the decision to create a given national park, a theory of the 

policy process would provide a useful starting point for identifying the most relevant political 

factors and understanding how they may have interacted to produce the end decision. Knowledge 

of this type can be useful not only in terms of understanding past public policy developments, 

but also in terms of how, for example, those with particular interests might be able to influence a 

given continuing policy process in their favour.   

Historically, the most frequently employed model of the policy process is the stages or 

policy cycle model (Jann & Wegrich, 2007; Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994). Briefly, this model 
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breaks the policy process into the stages of problem identification/agenda setting, policy 

formulation and adoption, policy implementation, and policy evaluation and reformulation (Jann 

& Wegrich, 2007; Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994).  Harold Lasswell (1956) is given credit for 

the original idea of modeling the policy process according to stages (Jann & Wegrich, 2007). 

Authors including Brewer and DeLeon (1983), Anderson (1975), and Jenkins (1978) 

subsequently advanced similar theoretical models based on roughly the same principles (Jann & 

Wegrich, 2007). Ultimately, the stages model became the most conventional way of describing 

the policy process (Jann & Wegrich, 2007). 

The stages model has been the subject of a number of important criticisms. Jenkins-Smith 

and Sabatier (1994) notably, argued that it suffered from a legalistic, top-down focus that 

emphasized the role of legislators without leaving room for other important players such as 

lower-level bureaucrats. They also contended that the stages model generally considered policy 

to refer to specific pieces of legislation, and that it might be inapplicable when policy originated 

from a wide range of sources. Finally, they noted that the stages model does not identify what 

causes the policy process to move through the various stages.  Apart from these criticisms, it has 

come to be generally acknowledged that this model is a simplified framework that assumes a 

linear process of policy development, moving in chronological order between clearly defined 

stages. As Jann and Wegrich (2007) point out, real policy processes rarely exhibit clear stages 

with defined beginnings and endings.  

Partly in response to these criticisms, political theorists developed a number of alternative 

theories of the policy process. Among those frequently cited (Birkland, 2001; John, 2012) are the 

multiple streams approach (Kingdon, 2002), punctuated equilibrium theory (Baumgartner & 

Jones, 2010), and the ACF. Each emphasizes different areas and actors in the policy arena. Thus, 
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Kingdon’s multiple streams theory focusses on agenda setting and the influence of what he terms 

the three separate streams of the policy process: politics, problems, and policies. Within a given 

policy area, the streams operate more or less independently until a particular event causes two or 

more of the streams to meet each other (e.g., the political climate becomes more conducive to 

taking action vis-à-vis a previously identified policy problem). This situation is described as a 

“window of opportunity”. Kingdon gives considerable attention to policy entrepreneurs, who 

may described as advocates of particular positions that work to create and take advantage of 

windows of opportunity (Kingdon, 2002).  

Punctuated equilibrium theory (Baumgartner & Jones, 2010), meanwhile, suggests that 

the balance of power between groups and individuals regarding a policy area tends to remain 

stable over long periods of time, but is occasionally upset by sudden changes in public 

perceptions of problems, which thereby alter the balance of power between competing interests. 

Policy monopolies (relatively closed groups of the most important players in the policy process) 

work to keep the system closed in order to be able to continue to promote their ideas. 

Nevertheless, the equilibrium can be disrupted by, for example, media attention to a publicly 

unacceptable policy response to a given problem. Broadly, punctuated equilibrium theory 

suggests that policy change, rather than being incremental and continually evolving, tends to 

happen suddenly and rapidly following long periods of relative stability (Birkland, 2001). 

No universally accepted best overall choice among the numerous modern theoretical 

models of the policy process has emerged. As mentioned, each emphasizes different areas, 

factors, and actors in the policy arena. Those considering the use of one of these models for 

research, therefore, should consider which one will likely best assist with understanding the 
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particular problem in question. The specific rationale for the selection of the ACF for this 

research will be discussed following the provision of an overview of the basic ACF framework. 

The Advocacy Coalition Framework  

The advocacy coalition framework (ACF) (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Sabatier, 

1988; Weible & Sabatier, 2007) is a theory of the policy process that was developed especially to 

help explain situations involving substantial goal conflicts, important technical disputes, and 

multiple actors from a variety of fields and several levels of government (Weible & Sabatier, 

2007). The framework is described has having four basic premises (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 

1994). The first is that understanding the process of policy change requires a time perspective of 

at least ten years. The second is that the most useful way to think about policy change is through 

a focus on what are referred to as policy subsystems that consist of the interactions between 

different actors from a variety of institutions that attempt to influence governmental decisions in 

a policy area. The third is that subsystems frequently involve all levels of government. The 

fourth is that public policies and programs can be thought of in the same way as belief systems: 

as sets of value priorities and causal assumptions about how to realize them. 

According to the ACF, an individual’s belief system may be divided into three tiers 

(Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994). The first consists of an individual’s deep core values including 

basic normative beliefs such as, for example, the relative value ascribed to individual freedom 

vs. social equality. The second tier is referred to as policy core beliefs and is the level at which 

values and beliefs are translated into public policy.  This category includes an individual’s 

normative commitments and beliefs about causality in a given policy subsystem. Policy core 

beliefs also include value priorities such as the relative importance of considerations like 

economic development vs., for example, the health of the population, and also include 
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perceptions concerning the relative importance of the policy problem at hand and its causes. 

Finally, this level includes beliefs about how to achieve policy goals. The third tier of the belief 

system is referred to as secondary aspects and can be defined as decisions that apply only to a 

specific part of the subsystem, such as administrative regulations, budgets, and individual 

performance evaluations. While changes at the deep core and policy core level are considered 

difficult and rare, changes at the level of secondary aspects may occur relatively easily and 

frequently.    
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Figure 1: Basic version of the advocacy coalition framework (1988) 

 

Note: From “An advocacy coalition theory of policy change and the role of policy-oriented 

learning therein,” by P.A. Sabatier, Policy Sciences, 21, p. 132. Copyright by Kluwer Academic 

Publishers/Business. Reprinted with permission. 

 

With respect to the framework itself (see Figure 1), policy subsystems are held to be 

influenced from the outside by two major categories of factors that ultimately determine the 

relative opportunities of the subsystem actors to influence and determine policy outcomes 

(Sabatier & Weible, 2007). The first is called relatively stable parameters and includes (but is not 
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necessarily limited to (Jenkins-Smith et al., 2014)) the basic attributes of the problem area, 

fundamental socio-cultural values and social structure, and the underlying constitutional 

structure. The second category is external events and includes changes in socioeconomic 

conditions, changes in the governing coalition, and policy decisions in other subsystems.  

Within the policy subsystem, actors are assumed to belong to a number of competing 

advocacy coalitions that include representatives from a variety of governmental and non-

governmental organizations who share basic sets of normative and causal beliefs (i.e., deep core 

and policy core beliefs) and engage in a non-trivial degree of coordinated activity in order to 

achieve policy goals. The relative strengths of advocacy coalitions are affected by the influence 

of relatively stable parameters and external events, as well as a number of types of resources at 

their disposal, such as skillful leadership, financial resources, evidence, public opinion, and the 

availability of members of the public willing to engage in supporting political activities like 

demonstrations and electoral campaigns. In some cases, individuals referred to as policy brokers 

are said to mediate conflicts between competing coalitions. Policy brokers are described by 

Weible and Sabatier (2007) as actors who seek to find reasonable compromises between 

competing coalitions. 

Finally, the ACF sets forth two categories of policy change. Major policy change, which 

occurs relatively infrequently, is considered to involve subsystem-wide alterations in policy at 

the level of policy core beliefs. It is noteworthy that the ACF includes the hypothesis that for 

major policy change to occur, strong change in conditions outside the policy system (i.e, 

connected with external events) is a necessary but not sufficient condition. Conversely, minor 

policy change happens more often and is less fundamental. It may concern, for example, more 

technical matters such as the specifics of budgets and performance evaluations.  



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 26 

The ACF may be applied in many different ways to assist in understanding policy-

making challenges. Given the complexity of the policy process, political science research 

employing the ACF often entails rigorous analyses conducted in the interest of testing and 

exploring various aspects of the theory itself. For example, some scholars have specifically 

examined the factors that explain stability and change in coalition membership over time 

(Jenkins-Smith, St. Clair, & Woods, 1991; Zafonte & Sabatier, 2004).  

In the current research, the ACF was employed more practically as a model of the overall 

policy process to assist in the development of broad, contextual understanding of the role of 

political factors in long-term efforts to promote AT in two different cities over a long period of 

time. The utility of employing the ACF in such a practical manner has been emphasized by ACF 

scholars Weible and Sabatier (2007) who outlined a basic version of the ACF which ultimately 

served as the basis for this research. Briefly, this version of the ACF includes all the major ACF 

elements described above, but does not include the ACF’s list of testable hypotheses (i.e., a series 

of theoretical hypotheses about the policy process that may be empirically assessed through 

research – for more information, see Jenkins-Smith et al. (2014)), nor does it include a variety of 

more detailed considerations related to specific aspects of the theory (for example, the category 

of coalition opportunity structures, including the degree of consensus needed for policy change 

and the level of openness of the political system (Sabatier & Weible, 2007).  

As will be discussed with respect to methodology, ultimately, the ACF’s main theoretical 

categories of political factors (e.g., external events, relatively stable parameters, advocacy 

coalitions, resources) served as the basis for the identification of noteworthy real-world political 

challenges and enablers for the promotion of AT in Helsinki and Ottawa.  
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Selection of the Advocacy Coalition Framework for this research 

The selection of the Advocacy Coalition Framework for this research was made mainly in 

consideration of the fact that numerous scholars (Exworthy, 2008; Fafard, 2008; Gagnon et al., 

2007) had previously suggested its particular relevance for social determinants-based policy. As 

discussed in the introduction, social determinants-based health promotion attempts to address 

health through measures in a wide variety of policy areas outside the traditional health sector. 

The identification of the utility of the ACF for health promotion research reflects its potential for 

the provision of a realistic portrayal of the health promotion policy environment in that it 

accounts for the involvement of a wide range of actors from a variety of fields. In fact, the ACF 

has already been usefully applied in areas including mental health (Swigger & Heinmiller, 2014), 

illicit drug policy (Kübler, 2001) , and tobacco control (Breton, Richard, Gagnon, Jacques, & 

Bergeron, 2008). 

A secondary consideration was that the ACF appeared particularly well-suited to the 

analysis of municipal transportation policy, within which the promotion of AT logically fits. As 

outlined above, the ACF was designed to address policy areas displaying major goal conflicts 

related to values-based beliefs and also ones involving a wide range of stakeholders. Municipal 

transportation policy, meanwhile, is frequently the subject of significant values-based debate and 

controversy, and is also clearly contested by a very wide range of actors. First, changes in 

transportation policy undoubtedly have the potential to result in major alterations in the daily 

patterns of life for a large number of people and may also cause disruptions in other areas such as 

housing and employment (Fowler & Layton, 2002) .  

Second, and more important, underlying the debate concerning the practical effects of 

municipal transportation policy is a values-based conflict about the degree to city transportation 
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systems should continue to accommodate automobiles relative to all forms of AT. (Schiller et al., 

2010). Briefly, city planning in the post-industrial period has been dominated overall by a desire 

to increase economic productivity while separating designated areas for particular functions 

(notably, work and home) from each other (Marshall, 2002; Roseland, 1997). The result has been 

the development of cities which occupy large areas of land, connected by ever expanding road 

networks (Marshall, 2002; Roseland, 1997), and the assumption by transportation policymakers 

that the main aim should be to facilitate automobile use (Schiller et al., 2010). The opposing 

view is built on the premise that continued reliance on the automobile as the primary mode of 

transportation is destructive in terms of health, the environment, social life, and the economy. 

Ultimately, prioritizing AT (in most North American jurisdictions at least) would seem to entail a 

fundamental shift in values-based priorities from individual, automobile-centric hypermobility 

(Schiller et al., 2010), in which the emphasis is on providing individual freedom to travel long 

distances quickly and according to one’s own schedule, to the promotion of modes of 

transportation that prioritize society-wide benefits including the promotion of long-term health, 

the protection of the environment, greater opportunities for social interaction, and social equality. 

In addition to displaying an obvious fundamental conflict in goals resulting from values-

based beliefs, municipal transportation is a policy area that is clearly contested by a very wide 

range of players from a variety of fields. The Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada, for 

example, in a comprehensive guide (Heart and Stroke Foundation of Canada, 2009) that it 

prepared for local actors wishing to promote the design of communities that encourage AT, 

provides an overview of groups and organizations involved in this process. This list includes 

(among others), local planning departments, local elected officials, property developers, 

community groups, local residents, provincial governments (in roles related to, for example, 
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provincial highway and road systems, transit projects, and planning-related legislation), as well 

as the federal government, given its involvement in areas such as the development of national 

highways and the provision of a variety of types of infrastructure funding.  In addition, one could 

potentially add actors from the health sector, particularly those who promote physical activity for 

health benefits, those concerned with the health effects of breathing polluted air, and those 

involved in efforts to improve pedestrian and cycling safety. 

Summary 

Overall, the ACF appears particularly well-suited to the analysis of the policy 

environment related to the promotion of AT the municipal level. The framework is among the 

most well-established theories of the policy process. It has been highlighted as particularly 

relevant for the examination of social determinants-based health policy challenges. Finally, the 

ACF was specifically designed to address situations likely to be encountered in municipal 

transportation policy. These include the presence of important values-based conflicts and the 

involvement of a wide range of stakeholders. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Selection of the Case Methodology 

As noted in the introduction, this research project employed a qualitative case study 

methodology.  This choice was made in consideration of literature concerning the 

appropriateness of particular approaches for different types of research. More specifically, Yin 

(2003) suggests that the case study (as opposed to experiments, surveys or histories) is likely the 

most appropriate methodology when the research concerns “how” or “why” questions, when the 

researcher does not have a high degree of control over events, and when the research is centred 

on contemporary phenomena in real life situations. Examining the long-term history of AT 

promotion in particular jurisdictions and seeking to explain how this process was affected by 

factors related to politics meets the “how” or “why” criterion. The research was also expected to 

be contemporary in nature, with the very earliest located North American example of AT policy 

implementation (T. J. Buehler, 2007) having begun in the 1950s and continuing until today. 

Finally, with reference to Yin’s assertion that case studies are ideal in situations where the 

researcher does not have a high degree of control over events, it was evident that this research 

would be investigating a long-term process in which the researcher would not have any degree of 

control over the relevant events.  

Furthermore, Stake (2005) describes case studies as being ideal for situations where 

researchers want to learn as much as possible about particular cases. He notes that instrumental 

case studies can be used when researchers are examining particular cases with the goal of 

learning and making generalizations. When several cases are studied simultaneously, Stake 

(2005) refers to this as multiple case study or collective case study. He suggests that cases should 

be selected on the basis that learning about them will yield better understanding and possibly 
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better theorizing about an even larger set of cases. Given that this research involved the 

examination of two cases with an implicit goal of producing practical information related to the 

promotion of AT in other jurisdictions, it was evident that Stake’s arguments would also support 

the case study as the appropriate methodology for this research. 

As well, it is worth noting that a significant amount of research that has examined topics 

similar to this research has also employed case study methodology. As mentioned earlier, T. J. 

Buehler (2007) used the case study approach in his consideration of bicycle policy in Davis, 

while Bratzel (1999) used case study methodology for his comparative analysis of sustainable 

transportation in five cities in Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Germany. More recently, Zwald, 

Eysler and Moreland-Russell (2016) also chose the case study for their study employing 

Kingdon’s multiple streams theory in investigating factors leading to greater commitment to 

walking and bicycling policies in six US jurisdictions. 

Selection of Helsinki, Finland, and Ottawa, Canada 

Given the desire to systematically examine political factors related to AT promotion, the 

choices of Helsinki and Ottawa were made in consideration of comparative research design 

principles from the field of public policy. Specifically, the basic principles of the most similar 

systems design (Halperin & Heath, 2012, pp. 210-212; Przeworski & Teune, 1970) served as a 

guide for the selection of cases. Briefly, the logic of the most similar systems design is to 

compare cases with generally similar settings but with differences in terms of both the major 

outcome being considered and the phenomenon under investigation as a potential explanatory 

factor. 

Accordingly, the overall goal was to select cities that were comparable with respect to 

both particular background-level factors considered to potentially affect AT rates and with 
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respect to more general socioeconomic and cultural circumstances, but which displayed notably 

different AT rates and supporting policy-level commitment. In order to accomplish these 

objectives, four specific criteria were developed. As is discussed in detail below, the first two 

were designed to assess AT rates and AT-related policy-level commitment respectively. The third 

assured comparability with respect to particular background-level factors (potential AT 

correlates) considered to potentially affect AT rates based on suggestions in existing literature, 

while the fourth considered more general socioeconomic and cultural circumstances that might 

also have affected AT rates.   

Overall, the case selection was designed to lend strength to findings that might identify 

particular factors related to politics as important in explaining the different levels of policy-level 

commitment to the promotion of AT (and corresponding AT rates) in each city. Each of the 

criteria are discussed below with reference to Helsinki and Ottawa. Table 1 displays highlights of 

the findings of this exercise. 

Criteria 

Criterion 1: AT modal splits. 

The cities should differ significantly from each other in terms of AT modal splits, with one 

city constituting an international best case example and the other being an AT leader in a 

Canadian (and North American) context. 

           The City of Helsinki has an AT modal split of 77 per cent1, making it one of only four 

cities with a population of more than 500 000 in the European Platform on Mobility 

                                                 
 

1 If one includes Helsinki’s major suburbs of Espoo and Vantaa, the AT modal split is roughly 65 per cent (calculated based 
on EPOMM data, (European Platform on Mobility management, n.d.a). While this lower figure is arguably more representative for the 
purposes of comparison with Ottawa (given that the City of Ottawa’s official boundaries include its major suburbs while Helsinki’s do 
not), it is still more than double Ottawa’s, making Helsinki’s overall superior AT performance clear. 
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Management’s database (484 cities overall) (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a) 

with AT modal splits of over 75 per cent. This leaves no doubt as to Helsinki’s status as an 

international AT leader. Of trips in Helsinki, 34 per cent are by public transit, 32 per cent are by 

walking, and 11 per cent are by bike (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a).  

Ottawa, described as one of the least car-oriented cities in the English speaking world 

(Mees, 2010) (p. 113) has the highest AT modal split ((Statistics Canada, 2015) 31 per cent), 

among Canadian census metropolitan areas (CMAs) (Ontario side, Ottawa-Gatineau CMA.) The 

percentages of trips being made by public transit, walking and cycling are 21.8, 7.1 and 2.4 

respectively. As measured at the city-level, Ottawa’s AT modal split is 28.5 per cent (City of 

Ottawa, 2013, p. 17). In the United States, only four of 383 metropolitan statistical areas have AT 

modal splits of more than 25 per cent (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2015). Ottawa is thus 

a North American AT leader. 

 Criterion 2: Policy-level commitment to AT promotion. 

The cities should differ significantly from each other in terms of their demonstrated 

policy-level commitment to the promotion of AT as demonstrated by the provision of AT-related 

infrastructure and services. 

Helsinki displays a much higher level of commitment to policies and investment 

favourable to AT than Ottawa. Helsinki’s internationally recognized public transit system, 

including a dense array of metro and commuter trains, trams and buses, has repeatedly performed 

very strongly in international surveys of customer satisfaction (Leite & Aftret‐Sandal, 2016). In 

total, there are 97 km of track for trams, 21 km of metro track (with a further 14 km under 

construction) (Helsinki Urban Facts office, personal communication, April 26, 2017) and roughly 

250 km of rail with commuter services connecting the airport, suburbs and outlying 
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municipalities to the city centre (HSL Helsinki Regional Transport Authority, personal 

communication, May 5, 2017). The traditional bus system has more than 100 routes (Jaakola, 

2012, p. 120). Concerning both walking and cycling, the cycle path network (i.e., shared 

facilities for cycling and walking, also known as multi-use paths) stretches over 1, 200 km in the 

City of Helsinki (Helsinki City Planning Department, 2015) (p. 12) and approximately 3, 000 km 

in the greater metropolitan region (Helsinki Regional Transport Authority, n.d.). Finally, there is 

a total of 87.5 km of pedestrian only streets in Helsinki (City of Helsinki Public Works 

department, personal communication, April 26, 2017). 

While Ottawa’s public transit network is recognized as successful within a North 

American context (Cervero, 1998; Mees, 2010, p. 116), it is nowhere near as extensive as 

Helsinki’s. Currently (acknowledging that a 12.5km light rail line is under construction), 

Ottawa’s network consists of a bus rapid transit system with a unidirectional length of 37.6 km 

(OC Transpo, personal communication, May 2017), a traditional bus system with a total of 145 

routes (including school routes) (OC Transpo, 2017) and a light rail line (8 km) (OC Transpo, 

personal communication, May 2017). Meanwhile, with respect to walking and cycling, Ottawa 

offers much less than Helsinki in terms of dedicated facilities. For example, the City of Ottawa’s 

multi-use path network (435 km) (City of Ottawa., 2015) is a little more than one third the length 

of the City of Helsinki’s while there are about 600 km of multi-use paths in the wider region 

(National Capital Commission, n.d.). The only pedestrianized street in Ottawa is the Sparks 

Street pedestrian mall (about 1km in length) (City of Ottawa, personal communication, May 18, 

2017). 
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Criterion 3: Potential AT correlates. 

The selected cities should be comparable with respect to a set of previously-identified 

potential AT correlates (factors often considered to potentially affect AT rates). 

A review of existing literature (for example, see  (Cervero & Duncan, 2003; Pucher & 

Buehler, 2006; Pucher & Buehler, 2012; Toronto Center for Active Transportation, 2010) 

concerning factors generally thought to have the potential to affect levels of AT led to the 

selection of the following specific potential AT correlates: a.) Total population; b.) Population 

density; c.) Climate; d.) Topography, and e.) Level of car ownership. Below, the logic for the 

selection of each of these potential AT correlates is discussed, along with a presentation of 

related information for both Helsinki and Ottawa. 

a. total population 

While there does not appear to be a consensus with respect to the overall effects of total 

city population on rates of AT, it is a factor that is considered to have potentially important 

influence (Toronto Center for Active Transportation, 2010). Briefly, it is reasonable to assume 

that jurisdictions below a certain population size (e.g., rural municipalities) are at a disadvantage 

for AT overall as a result of, for example, their lack of potential ridership for public transit. At the 

same time, larger cities tend to occupy relatively large areas of land, often resulting in increased 

trip distances between key destinations and making walking and cycling less feasible. In 

addition, if supportive infrastructure is lacking, the large amounts of traffic common to large 

cities could be reasonably assumed to pose a deterrent for cyclists and pedestrians. Research 

indicates, for example, that larger cities (i.e., populations of over 1 million) tend to have lower 

rates of cycling than smaller ones (Pucher, Komanoff, & Schimek, 1999). The total population of 

the city of Helsinki is 628, 208 with the greater Helsinki region having a population of roughly 
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1.4 million (HelsinkiRegion.fi, 2017). The city of Ottawa has a higher population 934, 243 with 

the census metropolitan area totaling roughly 1.3 million (City of Ottawa, 2017). It is safe to say 

that Ottawa and Helsinki are roughly comparable with respect to total population.  

b. population density 

Population density is frequently cited as an important factor for levels of AT (Pucher & 

Buehler, 2006; Toronto Center for Active Transportation, 2010). Briefly, compact cities are 

thought to be more amenable to cycling and walking as trip distances between destinations could 

be expected to be shorter, making their choice more feasible. In addition, higher densities tend to 

support the expansion of public transit as they help to justify, particularly from an economic 

point of view, the provision of strong transit services. 

Urban population densities for Helsinki and Ottawa are roughly 1, 900 and 1, 800 people 

per square kilometer respectively (Demographia, 2017, p.4). The urban level of measurement 

roughly refers to the recognizable built-up area of a city (Demographia, 2014), making it 

reasonable to compare from city to city, while city or metro levels of measurement are more 

subject to decisions concerning boundaries that can be influenced by a large number of 

considerations that are likely inconsistent between jurisdictions. 

c. climate 

While specific supporting studies are lacking, it is reasonable to speculate that significant 

differences in overall climate among cities are likely to affect levels of AT. Saneinejad (2010) for 

example, calculated that for commuters in Toronto having the option to choose among any of the 

major transportation modes (i.e., auto driver, auto passenger, transit, bike and walk), a climate 

change scenario including a 60C increase in average temperatures could result in a 17% increase 

in cycling trips.  Specific climatic factors cited as possibly having an influence on rates of AT 
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include, for example, temperature, precipitation, and hours of sunshine (Toronto Center for 

Active Transportation, 2010). Even though no scientific literature that examines the precise 

nature of links between climate and overall AT modal splits by city (which are normally 

calculated during non-winter months) could be found, the possibility that relationships exist is 

evident. With reference to Helsinki and Ottawa, for example, few cities with challenging winter 

climates (defined for our purposes as including consistent snowcover and average high 

temperatures below 0 degrees Celsius for the December-March time period) feature among the 

top ranked cities by AT modal splits. According to the figures of the European Platform on 

Mobility Management (n.d.a) only 9 cities populations more than 500 000) have AT modal splits 

of over 70 percent, and of these, only Helsinki has a particular challenging winter climate.   

Special consideration, therefore, was given to choosing national and international level 

cities that experience relatively cold winter weather with significant amounts of snow 

accumulation. Helsinki’s climate falls in the humid continental category. The warm season 

(average temperatures above 17° Celsius) lasts from June 3rd until September 5th, with the cold 

season (average temperature below 2° Celsius) lasting from December 9th to March 15th. During 

February, roughly 80 per cent of the total time is spent below 0° Celsius, and 20 per cent below -

9° Celsius (Weatherspark, 2013a). Permanent snowcover typically arrives in December (This is 

Finland, 2008) with the Helsinki area having an average snow depth of roughly 30 cm on March 

15th (the date at which, on average, snow accumulation is at its highest) (Finnish Meteorological 

Institute, 2014). Finland also features both many hours of daylight during the summer months 

(almost 19 hours of daylight on June 20) and very few hours of daylight during the winter 

months (5 hours and 48 minutes of daylight on December 21) (Weatherspark, 2013a).  
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Ottawa is also described as having a humid continental climate. The warm season is both 

slightly longer and hotter than Helsinki’s with average temperatures above 20° Celsius between 

May 21st and September 15th. The cold season is slightly cooler and longer, lasting from 

December 3rd to March 10th with average temperatures below 0° Celsius during this period. 

During February, roughly 85 per cent of the time is below 0° Celsius, with a significant period 

(roughly 40 per cent of the time) with average temperatures below -9° Celsius (compared with 15 

per cent of the time in the same temperature range for Helsinki) (Weatherspark, 2013b). Snow is 

relatively likely to be on the ground between November 21st and April 7th, with average snow 

depth on February 9th (the date at which, on average, snow accumulation is at its highest) being 

27.9 cm. Fluctuations in hours of daylight are less pronounced, with roughly 16 hours of daylight 

on June 20th, and roughly 8 hours and 45 minutes on December 21 (Weatherspark, 2013b).  

Generally, Ottawa’s climate is a bit more extreme in terms of temperature, including both 

somewhat hotter summers and colder winters. Helsinki, however features much wider 

fluctuations in hours of daylight. Interestingly, snow accumulation during the winter appears 

very similar. Overall, Helsinki and Ottawa are quite comparable with respect to climate, and 

notably, in terms of their winter weather.  

d. topography 

Hilly terrain is thought to act as a deterrent to AT owing to the increased effort with 

respect to walking and cycling it requires. Cervero and Duncan (2003), for example, confirmed, 

in fact, that steep terrain in the San Francisco Bay area acts as deterrent for both walking and 

cycling. Concerning Helsinki and Ottawa, it is simply worth noting that both cities are essentially 

flat, meaning that this variable is highly unlikely to contribute significantly to explaining the 

noted differences in AT mode shares. The difference between the highest and lowest points in 
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Helsinki is roughly 70 m (http://en-ca.topographic-map.com). The difference between the highest 

and lowest points in Ottawa, meanwhile, is roughly 85 m (http://en-ca.topographic-map.com). 

e. car ownership 

Levels of car ownership were considered likely to influence rates of AT for the simple 

reason that the more people who have access to cars, the less they would appear likely to choose 

other modes of transportation. As documented by the Alliance for Walking and Biking, for 

example, American Community Survey data indicate that cities with higher levels of car 

ownership tend to have lower levels of bicycling and walking (Milne & Melin, 2014, p. 55). 

Levels of car ownership may also reflect the general level of cultural affinity for automobile use 

(Black & Nijkamp, 2002).  

The possibility of an important relationship between levels of car ownership and AT is 

also highlighted by Pucher and Buehler (2006) in their comparison of the U.S.A and Canada with 

respect to levels of cycling. They speculate that the lower level of car ownership in Canada (541 

cars and light trucks per 1000 inhabitants in Canada vs. 762 cars and light trucks per 1000 

inhabitants in the US), is likely to influence rates of AT,  and their statistical analysis supports 

this association.  

Given that car ownership in particular cities may be affected by AT-related policies at the 

municipal level, and that the objective was to assess background-level considerations rather than 

the effects of municipal policy choices, car ownership was compared first at the country level. 

Briefly, it was assumed that country-level car ownership would be a better indicator of the 

cultural affinity for cars and their basic affordability than city-level car ownership. Interestingly, 

car ownership is higher in Finland (572 per capita) than in Canada (456 per capita) (Burgess et 

al., 2015). Furthermore figures for km driven per car in each country are almost identical, with 

http://en-ca.topographic-map.com/
http://en-ca.topographic-map.com-/
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Finland at 15, 178 and Canada at 15, 621 (Burgess et al., 2015). Overall, these findings would 

indicate that Finnish people as a whole are more likely to own cars and that on average, Finnish 

people actually drive more than Canadians. 

At the city level, however, Helsinki has considerably lower car ownership than Ottawa. 

Car ownership in Helsinki in 2012 was 404 cars per 1000 inhabitants (City of Helsinki, 2013). In 

Ottawa, the number of vehicles per person was 551 per 1000 inhabitants in 2011 (TRANS 

Committee, 2005). Taken all together, the facts above suggest that despite Finnish people owning 

more cars and driving more than Canadians overall, particular conditions in Helsinki (possibly 

the result of deliberate attempts to encourage AT) may have contributed to relatively low levels 

of car ownership at the municipal level.   

Criterion 4: Socioeconomic and cultural context. 

The selected cities should exist within generally similar socioeconomic and cultural 

contexts. The specific factors considered included measures of a) Wealth; b.) Physical activity, 

and d.) Sex and age distributions.  

 Briefly, the factors described above were selected as representative of socioeconomic 

and cultural characteristics that, while not frequently and explicitly identified as likely to affect 

AT, could reasonably be viewed as at least potentially important. Broadly, it should be noted that 

Helsinki and Ottawa are both relatively young capitals (each having had populations of less than 

10 000 each at the beginning of the 19th century (Hietala, Helminen, & Lahtinen, 2009, p. 33; 

Taylor, 1986, p. 30)) of western democratic countries in which residents enjoy high standards of 

living. As is discussed more specifically below, they also share high levels of wealth and similar 

demographic characteristics in terms of age and sex distributions. Finally, their populations 

display comparable levels of physical activity overall. 
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a. wealth 

Wealth was included in this evaluation, given the assumption that some relationships 

between wealth and transportation choices are likely. For example, research indicates that as 

income levels increase, car and vehicle ownership also increase (Dargay & Gately, 1999). 

According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Rankings for 2016-2017 

(which assesses the ability of a country to provide prosperity for its citizens), Finland placed 10th 

overall, with Canada 15th (Schwab, 2013). The measure of GDP per capita for Canada was $42, 

158 USD in 2016, with Finland at $43, 090 USD (The World Bank, 2017). At the city level, in a 

ranking list of the top 100 metropolitan regions according to GDP per capita at purchasing parity, 

Ottawa ranked 57th with a GDP per capita of $41,200 USD, with Helsinki ranking 84th at 

$35,300 USD  (Cox, 2009).  

b. levels of physical activity 

Higher overall rates of physical activity were considered as potentially indicative of the 

presence of cultural attitudes (i.e., a general affinity for physical activity and healthy lifestyle) 

that might facilitate AT promotion. Comparable figures for physical activity for Canada and 

Finland provided with the WHO indicate that Finland has a slightly higher overall prevalence of 

insufficient physical activity (23.5 per cent) than Canada (23.2 per cent) (World Health 

Organization, 2015). Comparable data pertaining to Ottawa and Helsinki were lacking.  

c. age and sex distributions 

Major age and sex distribution differences might potentially affect relative levels of AT 

mainly because cycling may be considered either too risky or physically demanding by certain 

sex or age groups. For example, as discussed by Garrard (2003), in some jurisdictions women 

appear considerably less inclined to cycle than men because of perceived safety concerns. 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 42 

Evidently, a higher percentage of older people (who tend to have more mobility impairments) 

may find walking or cycling significant distances simply too demanding. The populations of 

Helsinki and Ottawa display similar distributions by age and sex. The median age of Helsinki’s 

population is 40.5 (City of Helsinki Urban Facts, n.d.), with slightly more females (454, 935) 

than males (428, 455). In Ottawa, the median age of the population is 39.2. As in Helsinki, 

females outnumber males (331, 057 females, 297, 151 males) (Statistics Canada, 2016). 
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Table 1: Helsinki and Ottawa: Summary of AT characteristics 

 Helsinki (Finland) Ottawa (Canada) 
AT performance   
AT modal split* 

*given that the City of Ottawa’s official 
boundaries include its major suburbs 
while Helsinki’s do not, it is arguably 
more representative to compare 
Helsinki’s regional modal split with 
Ottawa’s city-level modal split. 
Accordingly, both figures are provided 
for Helsinki.  
 

77 per cent (city) 
65 per cent (region) 

28.5 per cent (city) 

AT policy-level commitment   
AT infrastructure Metro and light rail km: 271 km 

Tram km: 97 km 
Dedicated busway: 0 km 
Traditional bus system: 100 + routes 
Multi-use path km: 3, 000km 
Pedestrianized streets: 87.5 km 

Metro and light rail km: 8 km 
Tram km: 0 km 
Dedicated busway: 37.6 km 
Traditional bus system: 145 routes 
Multi-use path km: 600 km 
Pedestrianized streets: 1 km 

Potential AT correlates   
Total population 628, 208 (city) 

1.4 million (region) 
934, 243 (city) 
1.3 million (region) 

Urban population density* 

*referring to the population density of 
the continuously built up land mass of 
urban development within a 
metropolitan region or area 
 

1, 800 people per square kilometre 1, 900 people per square kilometre 

Climate Humid continental 
Average snow accumulation at peak:  
30 cm (March 15) 

Humid continental 
Average snow accumulation at peak:   
27.9 cm (February 9) 

Topography Difference between highest and lowest 
points: ~70m 

Difference between highest and lowest 
points: ~85m 

Car ownership 572 per 1000 people (Finland) 
404 per 1000 people (Helsinki) 

456 per 1000 people (Canada) 
551 per 1000 people (Ottawa) 

Socioeconomic and cultural context   
Wealth World Economic Forum Global 

competitiveness ranking: 10th (Finland) 
GDP per capita: 43, 090 USD 
(Finland) 
GDP per capita at purchasing parity: 
35, 300 USD (Helsinki) 

World Economic Forum Global 
competitiveness ranking: 15th (Canada) 
GDP per capita: 42, 158 USD 
(Canada) 
GDP per capita at purchasing parity: 
41, 200 USD (Ottawa) 

Physical activity  Prevalence of insufficient physical 
activity (adults, Finland):  
23.5% 

Prevalence of insufficient physical 
activity (adults, Canada): 
23.2% 

Sex and age distributions Average age: 40.5 
Distribution (f:m) 
454, 935: 428, 455 

Median age: 39.2 
Distribution: (f:m) 
331, 057: 297, 151 

 

Note: Sources for the information in the above table are all noted in the section “Methodology 

Part B: Selection of Helsinki, Finland, and Ottawa, Canada” 
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Methods 

This research project employed semi-structured interviews (the primary method) and 

document review and analysis (the secondary method) in order to develop long-term 

understanding of major factors related to politics that might help to explain the large differences 

in AT success achieved in Helsinki and Ottawa. The collection and analysis of data were 

organized mainly according to key concepts (e.g., policy subsystems, external events, relatively 

stable parameters) of the ACF. As noted in the theoretical framework chapter, the aim in this 

project was not to test the validity of the ACF from a theoretical perspective but rather, to 

employ the ACF as a guiding structure for inquiry about the role of factors related to politics in 

the promotion of AT in Helsinki and Ottawa.   

This approach, while developed with a view to the objectives of the research project, also 

reflected a review of relevant literature. Two sources in particular are noteworthy. The first, by 

well-recognized ACF scholars Weible and Sabatier, is “A Guide to the Advocacy Coalition 

Framework” (2007). The second is “Actors, Decisions and Policy Changes in Local 

Urbanization”, by Hersperger, Franscini, and Kübler (2014). As mentioned briefly in the earlier 

discussion of the ACF, Weible and Sabatier’s article was designed to explain how the ACF might 

be practically applied in order to help understand particular policy areas (e.g., such as municipal 

transportation policy in a given city). The article was written in order to enable those without 

particularly specialized policy backgrounds to apply the ACF (either formally or informally) so 

as to help understand and explain policy processes. The document outlines a basic version of the 

ACF including all of the major elements described in the theoretical framework chapter. This 

version of the ACF was considered appropriate for the current research project based on its 
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planned application for the development of long-term and generally practical understanding of 

major relevant political factors for AT promotion in Helsinki and Ottawa.  

Using an analysis of water quality policy in the Lake Tahoe Basin as an illustrative 

example, the article outlines the major ACF-derived categories of political factors that 

researchers may aim to identify. These categories include, for example, advocacy coalitions, 

external events, relatively stable parameters, and major policy changes and causes. For some of 

categories, the authors provide rudimentary guidance concerning how the necessary elements 

might be identified. For example, they suggest that policy core beliefs may be ascertained by 

conducting interviews with policy participants and asking them to describe the seriousness of the 

problem in question, their perceptions of its causes, and/or their preferences for solving it.  

This research drew on the suggestions provided by Weible and Sabatier with respect to 

the structuring of the interview questions and overall data analysis according to major ACF-

derived categories. More specifically, the interview guides (see Appendix A and Appendix B ) 

and interview analysis template (see Appendix C) were organized according to ACF-derived 

categories including, for example, relatively stable parameters, external events, advocacy 

coalition identification, and policy-core beliefs, as well as major policy changes and causes.  

The second article, by Hersperger, Franscini, and Kübler (2014), discusses research in 

which ACF was applied in order to analyze policy decisions that affected the development of the 

built environment in three Swiss municipalities between 1970 and 2007. The authors aimed to 

explain why three municipalities (Jona, Rapperswill, and Freienbach) located in close proximity 

developed quite different built environments over the same time period (e.g., while one 

prioritized the preservation of green space, the others focused on increasing densities and 

intensifying land use). Examples of the research questions included: Who were the dominant 
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actors? What were the policy goals advocated by them? What kind of coalitions did they build? 

Which external events affected them? Which changes in spatial development policy eventually 

resulted?  

The authors first employed document analysis in order to help select experts for a series 

of interviews and in order to help formulate interview questions. For each municipality, the first 

interview was conducted with a long-term employee of the municipal planning department, with 

further experts being selected using a “cascade” (Hersperger et al., 2014, p. 7) approach. As 

discussed later in this chapter, this process (in which each interview participant is asked to 

recommend further interview participants) would commonly be referred to as one of snowball 

sampling (or chain referral). Ultimately, 15 interviews (5 from each municipality) were 

conducted. 

The interview data were organized according to ACF-derived themes. These included, 

namely, external context, policy beliefs (political priorities, problem definition, causes of 

problems, strategies and instruments), resources, decisions, and policy changes. Finally, 

documents were reviewed to help fill knowledge gaps that remained after the interviews. For this 

purpose, information was taken from project reports and decision records from municipal-

council meetings. 

The results were reported according to roughly the same ACF-derived themes described 

above. Briefly, Rapperswill was found to have been dominated by a “Social Democratic 

Coalition” motivated by beliefs including, firstly, the desire to improve quality of life. 

Rapperswill’s spatial policy focused on strict urban management, with traffic being banned from 

the city centre, parking removed from the streets, and few building permits being issued. In Jona, 

a “Liberal Coalition”  influenced by policy priorities including both increasing quality of life and 
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the importance of guaranteeing individual freedom instituted lenient urban management leading 

to many building permits being issued and the expansion of the building area. Finally, 

Freienbach’s policies were largely the result of the dominance of the Corporation Pfäffikon - a 

civic organization and very large land-holder that had long-dominated local urban management 

decisions), whose paramount priority was the importance of guaranteeing property ownership. 

Many mixed commercial/residential zones were created and intensity of land use increased 

significantly.  

The authors describe the application of the ACF as assisting them in understanding a 

policy environment with many actors and coalitions, mainly by allowing the aggregation of 

actors into coalitions involved in the policy process. They conclude that ACF-based analysis 

helped to both explain the substantive goals pursued in the three municipalities and allowed more 

accurate understanding of urbanization patterns overall.  

The article by Hersperger, Franscini and Kübler (2014) was considered a useful example 

for the design of this research project because of its similar objectives (i.e., comparing differing 

policy outcomes in several municipalities) and its choice of the ACF as the theoretical 

framework. The methods and overall approach employed in this study appeared effective in 

developing meaningful conclusions concerning the policy processes connected with spatial 

planning in Switzerland. Accordingly, in addition to structuring the data collection and analysis 

according to ACF-derived categories as suggested by Weible and Sabatier (2007), this research 

also used interviews as the primary method (including the use of chain referral recruitment) and 

document analysis as the secondary method in a manner comparable overall to that of 

Hersperger, Franscini and Kübler (2014).  
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Primary method: The semi-structured interview. 

Broadly, the interview (Fontana & Frey, 2005) was selected because it appeared to be the 

most straightforward way to gain a deep understanding of the political factors related to AT in the 

chosen cities. As described by Fontana and Frey (2005), interviews allow researchers to gather 

detailed and nuanced information. Concerning the proposed research, speaking directly with 

some of the most important actors involved in AT promotion appeared necessary, for example, in 

order to figure out what were reasonably considered the most challenging obstacles overall, or 

what historical events might have favourably or adversely affected the prospects for greater 

political commitment to AT.  

The semi-structured (or focused) interview is described by Yin (1994) as one in which 

respondents are interviewed for a relatively short period of time (e.g., approximately an hour), 

but which essentially remains open-ended and conversational. The interviewer normally 

proceeds according to a pre-determined set of interview questions (Yin, 1994). Typically, semi-

structured interviewing begins with general questions, which often lead to more specific 

questions that are not necessarily prepared in advance (Case, 1990). This format was selected 

given that its question and discussion format (Pierce, 2008) seemed most likely to yield data that 

would be comparable from case to case, while still providing a significant degree of flexibility 

for both the researcher and participants. Given that the research aimed to develop an 

understanding of a potentially vast array of political factors related to AT, this flexibility was 

considered useful given the difficulty in predicting all worthwhile avenues of investigation ahead 

of time.  

For this research, in a procedure similar to that employed by Hersperger, Franscini and 

Kübler (2014), participants were recruited via a process of snowball sampling (or chain referral), 
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one of the most well-known methods of non-probability sampling (i.e., where the goals do not 

involve generalizing from the sample to a larger population) (Tansey, 2007). As described by 

Babbie (2012) this technique is considered particularly useful when the population of interest is 

difficult to identify at the outset. Typically, the technique involves beginning with the 

identification of an initial list of interview subjects, and then asking those subjects to suggest 

other potentially relevant people to interview. Normally, this process continues in cascading 

fashion until either a large enough sample for the purposes of the study has been obtained, or 

until interview participants begin to repeatedly suggest the same names for further interviewing 

(Tansey, 2007). 

In both Helsinki and Ottawa, initial interview participants were recruited based on their 

evidently strong involvement in municipal-level cycling-related advocacy (e.g., via personal 

referral or visibility in newspaper articles and public events). At each interview, participants were 

asked to suggest people to be contacted for further interviews. In this manner, a total of 47 

subjects (23 in Helsinki and 24 in Ottawa) completed individual interviews that varied in length 

between approximately one and three hours (See Appendix D for individual descriptions of the 

roles and expertise of the participants) . Specific effort was made to speak with participants 

reflecting a wide range of AT-related expertise and involvement from many different types of 

organizations and fields. In particular, attention was given to recruiting people capable of 

providing relevant information concerning efforts to promote cycling, walking and public transit 

use from both governmental and non-governmental organizations.  Ultimately, participants 

included, for example, municipal councillors, representatives from a variety of non-

governmental advocacy organizations (some specifically focused on AT, others with AT 

promotion as part of their activities), senior employees from municipal government departments 
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(e.g., in roles related to transportation planning, urban planning, public works and the like) and 

higher levels of government, as well as people from within media (both traditional and non-

traditional) and academia. Recruitment of participants stopped when it was believed enough 

information had been gathered to answer the research question with a considerable degree of 

confidence. 

The interviews were conducted in Helsinki between October and December of 2014, with 

those in Ottawa between June, 2015 and July, 2016. All participants gave informed consent as 

part of a procedure that was approved by the Health Sciences and Science Research Ethics Board 

of the University of Ottawa (see Appendix E for the related the ethics approval notices and 

Appendix F for a copy of the consent form). All the interviews were recorded by audio as well as 

by handwritten notes.  

The interview guide (see Appendix A) included questions designed to explore pre-

identified themes derived mainly from the ACF including, for example, external events, 

relatively stable parameters, and actor/ advocacy coalition identification.  Following the advice 

of Leech (2002) the interview guide also included an introductory grand tour question, in which 

participants were asked to describe the main high-level factors that they thought had affected 

their city’s long-term ability to commit to policy that served to promote AT. The goal of this 

question was to engage participants while also maintaining focus on relevant subject matter 

(Leech, 2002). In all interviews, emphasis was placed on establishing rapport participants 

(Leech, 2002), and avoiding the use of leading questions.  

Finally, the interview guide included questions related specifically to the issue of whether 

each city’s winter climate, including snow, darkness and cold temperatures) had any particular 

effects on efforts to promote AT. This topic was given particular attention because the presence 
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of challenging winter climates had been a particularly distinguishing feature of the two cities 

with respect to the selection of cases. While ultimately not being proving to be the case, it was 

considered (at the outset) a distinct possibility that noteworthy related data might emerge as a 

result.  

Over the course of the initial interviews in Helsinki it became apparent that an 

abbreviated version of the interview guide was required in order to ensure that the most 

important questions were addressed in the time that was typically available. This version is 

provided in Appendix B. The shortened version of the interview guide ultimately served as the 

primary research instrument, with questions from the longer version often asked to explore 

noteworthy topics in more detail in cases when time allowed.  

Bearing in mind both the literature described above and general guidance concerning the 

use of coding (or categorization) in the analysis of qualitative data (Creswell, 2007; Remler & 

Van Ryzin, 2010), a system involving both deductive and inductive categorization was developed 

(see Figure 1 for a visual representation of the interview data analysis procedure). Briefly, the 

deductive categories were based mainly on the same pre-identified ACF-derived themes noted 

above, while inductive sub-categories emerged from the data. Analysis began by reviewing both 

the audio recordings and handwritten notes to develop a template-based summary (see Appendix 

C for a copy of the interview analysis template) of each interview in which the major points 

expressed by participants were classified according to the same ACF-derived categories. The 

summaries were sent to participants for review and comment. All relevant commentary for each 

category (e.g., relatively stable parameters– Ottawa) was then grouped together and reviewed on 

category by category basis, allowing data-derived sub categories to also be identified (e.g., for 

relatively stable parameters – Ottawa, the sub category North American sociocultural context 
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was identified based on its frequent mention as representing an obstacle to AT promotion in 

Ottawa). Ultimately, the findings from each city were compared with each other on a category-

by-category basis (e.g., relatively stable parameters – Ottawa was compared with relatively 

stable parameters – Helsinki) and overall. Particular attention was given to identifying the most 

noteworthy areas of difference between the two cities as these could reasonably be anticipated to 

most strongly assist in explaining the varying outcomes with respect to AT performance and thus 

helping to answer the research question (i.e., what factors related to politics might help to explain 

why Helsinki was able to prioritize the promotion of AT to a much higher degree than Ottawa 

over the long term?). 

Figure 1: Interview data analysis procedure 
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Secondary method: documentary review and analysis.  

In order to serve as a form of data triangulation, the collection, review and analysis of 

documents was employed as a secondary method. As noted by Yin, (1994, p. 79) documentary 

information is highly likely to be relevant for case study research and can include many formats 

including, for example, administrative documents, relevant formal studies or evaluations, and 

mass media articles. Yin also discusses the utility of archival information such as organizational 

records, maps, charts, and survey data. Notably, according to Yin (1994), “the most important use 

of documents is to corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (p. 80). 

Bearing the above in mind, the purposes of the document analysis in this research were to 

obtain necessary background information, to help verify the data generated from the interviews 

and to help fill any critical research gaps. Accordingly, while remaining open to unanticipated 

and contradictory (i.e., with reference to the interview data) findings, the gathering and analysis 

of documentary evidence (both with respect to topics and scope) was generally guided by 

findings from the interview data, with the overall aims being mainly corroboration and 

augmentation.  

The documents for this research were collected via methods and sources including direct 

provision/recommendation by participants, direct inquiry with relevant authorities, web searches, 

consultation with document reference lists, and research carried out in archives/libraries. Of the 

latter, the most noteworthy were the City of Ottawa Archives, the Helsinki City Planning 

Department Library, the City of Helsinki Urban Facts office, the Ottawa Public Library (Ottawa 

Room), and Carleton University’s MacOdrum Library (Ottawa Resource Room). A very wide 

variety of search terms and topics were explored depending on what was deemed appropriate 

relative to topics or questions raised by interview data. Examples typical of the key words and 
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phrases used for searches include “urban sprawl and property development”, “City of Ottawa 

cycling policy”, “Ottawa Transitway”, and “Pedestrian planning, Helsinki”. 

Concerning analysis, attention was given to suggestions provided by Bowen (2009). In 

particular according to Bowen, document analysis includes both superficial and thorough 

examination. Superficial examination is performed with a view to identifying meaningful and 

relevant information. Secondly, thorough examination involves a more focused review in which 

the information is categorized (or coded) according to either emerging or predetermined 

categories/themes.  

For this research, documents were first initially screened for relevance with respect to the 

topics under consideration, with those considered useful for further review/analysis either kept in 

either hard copy, PDF format, or noted via bibliographic reference. Overall, well over 200 

documents (more than 100 for each city) of a wide variety of types were retained. These included 

publications such as policy papers, scholarly literature, books, advocacy material, municipal 

planning documents, newspaper articles, statistical information, websites and web pages. 

Following more detailed review and consideration, the documents were then classified 

according to the same ACF-derived categories used for the analysis of the interviews (see Figure 

2 for a visual representation of the document analysis procedure). When documents did not 

clearly fit within an ACF-derived category but were nonetheless considered relevant they were 

classified in categories such as “Ottawa- Background Information and Basic Facts”. Frequently 

(e.g., when the relevant content of a given document was not immediately clear based on its title 

or short form description), point-form notes pertaining to relevance were made. For example, the 

document “The Journal of Public Transit in Ottawa, Volume 1”, was classified within the ACF-

derived category of relatively stable parameters (Ottawa) and given the attached point-form 
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description “Political system – Raaymakers – describes problem of requirement for federal and 

provincial cooperation”. Where appropriate, documents were further classified into sub-

categories (i.e., within the category of relatively stable parameters (Ottawa), the sub-category 

development industry influence was created). 

 

Figure 2: Document analysis procedure 

 

Identification of most significant results. 

The major steps in determining the most significant results were as follows. First, as 

described earlier, ACF category-based summaries of the major findings from the interview data 

were created for each city. Then, the documents (already classified according to ACF-derived 

themes) were reviewed in order to verify and augment the data as well as to fill any significant 
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research gaps.  On this basis, it was possible to both review and compare the results from each 

city both overall and on a (ACF-derived) category by category basis. Finally, additional 

interviews (a total of 3, all in Ottawa), informal discussions (notably, with several people who 

had previously participated in interviews in Helsinki), and document collection were also 

conducted to verify particular findings as well as to further explore and clarify particular issues. 

Ultimately, the process described above led to the identification of both the most 

significant findings with respect to each city and the areas of most striking difference/similarity 

between them. These findings formed the basis for the reporting in the form of the three journal 

articles presented here. The degree of emphasis given to the specific topics addressed in the 

articles was determined in consideration of what was most likely to help answer the research 

question, what was best supported by the evidence gathered, and what might be considered most 

noteworthy by the anticipated readership. 
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Chapter 4: Health Promotion by Stealth: Active transportation success in Helsinki, Finland 

Notes:  

• This article (Saidla, 2017a) was published online in Health Promotion International, 03 

February, 2017. doi:10.1093/heapro/daw110 

• References are according to the style required by Health Promotion International. 

Abstract 

The promotion of active transportation (AT – utilitarian trips including walking, cycling, 

and public transit use), represents a well-recognized opportunity for increasing physical activity. 

This study examines the strong AT success achieved in Helsinki, Finland (in 2013, the share of 

daily trips in Helsinki completed by AT was 77 per cent) from a political perspective. Helsinki 

represents a noteworthy example of AT success given important challenges including the region’s 

relatively low population density, its difficult winter climate, and Finland’s high driving rate.  

This research applied the advocacy coalition framework (ACF), a formal policy process theory 

from political science. Interviews were conducted with 23 AT experts in Helsinki. Document 

review was employed as a secondary method. Overall, the research indicates that Helsinki’s 

success may be attributed to the long-term dominance of municipal transportation policy by a 

pro-AT advocacy coalition.  

When viewed from the perspective of health promotion, it is striking that this success is 

not strongly attributable to health considerations or efforts from health-related fields. Rather, the 

data suggest that the coalition, comprised of members from a variety of non-health fields, was 

most strongly motivated by a desire to protect a high degree of livability. Importantly, a number 

of significant historical events and background-level factors greatly facilitated success. Overall, 

these results suggest that health promotion advocates may have very useful allies in non-health 
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sectors, and that awareness of the importance of political factors is likely to contribute to 

stronger health promotion efforts. Finally, several possibilities for related and further research are 

suggested. 

Introduction 

Active transportation (AT), defined for this research as the practical use of walking, 

cycling, and public transit1, is of particular interest for health promotion because of its potential 

to assist in increasing physical activity levels (Active Living Research 2009, Larouche 2012). As 

is well-known, physical activity reduces the risk and severity of common conditions including 

cardiovascular disease, obesity, and diabetes. (Cavill, Kahlmeier et al. 2006). Physical inactivity 

is considered the world’s fourth leading risk factor for mortality (World Health Organization 

2016b), and is particularly prevalent in developed countries (World Health Organization 2016a). 

From a health promotion perspective, AT is also promising given its potential to help reduce air 

pollution (Bergeron, Cragg 2009, Transport Canada 2011), considered a very important health 

benefit (World Health Organization 2014). Finally, well-designed facilities and policies 

favourable for AT are likely to significantly improve safety for pedestrians and cyclists (Pucher, 

Dijkstra 2003).  

Accordingly, the promotion of AT is supported by many national and international 

organizations including the World Health Organization (Edwards, Tsouros 2006, Dora, Hosking 

et al. 2011) and the International Society for Physical Activity and Health (International Society 

for Physical Activity and Health 2011). Generally, organizations like these have suggested that 

governments commit dedicated funds and implement transportation and planning policies that 

                                                 
 

1 This definition incorporates public transit use as well as walking and cycling based on the fact that users of public transit 
normally walk in connection. The Public Health Agency of Canada considers AT similarly (Public Health Agency of Canada 2014). 
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support AT. Examples include investment in infrastructure such as public transit, sidewalks, 

multi-use paths, and dedicated bike lanes, land use planning that encourages the development of 

more compact communities and finally, policies that both encourage AT (e.g., social marketing 

campaigns) and discourage automobile use (e.g., increased fuel taxes and congestion charges). 

The promotion of AT is considered to belong to a category of policies often referred to as health 

in all policies (Ministry of Social Affairs and Health Finland 2013) or healthy public policies 

(World Health Organization 2015). Briefly, these approaches aim to address the social 

determinants of health through the explicit consideration of the health effects of policies that are 

outside the traditional health sector. Social determinants-focused health advocates have often 

struggled to have their recommendations translated into actual policy implementation (O'Neill, 

LeMieux et al. 1997, Raphael 2008, Gagnon, Turgeon et al. 2007). At least in part, this struggle 

may be attributable to the fact that these efforts have generally been led by researchers from the 

health field who do not have formal expertise in public policy (Fafard 2008, Bernier, Clavier 

2011). According to this line of argument, it is too often assumed that the policy making process 

is essentially linear, progressing through stages of problem identification, research, the transfer 

of research to policy, and finally, to policy implementation (Bernier, Clavier 2011, Fafard 2008). 

The reality may be considered much more complex, involving the interaction of many factors 

external to the immediate policy environment including, for example, values, stakeholder 

interests, and public opinion (Hawkins, Parkhurst 2015, Fafard 2015, Fafard 2008).  

Given that the field of political science gives explicit attention to these factors, a number 

of authors (Breton, De Leeuw 2010, Gagnon, Turgeon et al. 2007, Bernier, Clavier 2011) have 

argued that more research that applies formal theoretical frameworks from political science is 

called for. While a number of these are potentially applicable, the Advocacy Coalition 
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Framework (ACF) (Jenkins-Smith, Sabatier 1994, Weible, Sabatier 2007, Sabatier 1988) is 

considered by some (Exworthy 2008, Fafard 2008, Gagnon, Turgeon et al. 2007) to be 

particularly relevant for the examination of social determinants-based  health policy. This would 

appear to be significantly the result of the fact that its emphasis on advocacy coalitions and their 

composition of a wide range of actors from a variety of fields is thought to realistically reflect 

the health promotion-related policy environment. The ACF has, in fact, already been usefully 

applied in areas including mental health (Swigger, Heinmiller 2014), illicit drug policy (Kübler 

2001) and tobacco control (Breton, Richard et al. 2008).  More generally, the ACF is credited 

with offering a plausible and comprehensive model of the policy process that has held up well in 

applications from a very large number of researchers in a variety of fields (Schlager 1995, 

Weible, Sabatier et al. 2011, Kübler 2001). Accordingly, the ACF was selected as the theoretical 

framework for this research.  

Helsinki was chosen for this analysis mainly for two reasons. The first is that it has 

achieved remarkable AT success at the international level. The second is that this is the case 

despite noteworthy potential political obstacles. The possibility of helping to explain what 

factors may have contributed to this somewhat surprising success makes Helsinki a particularly 

worthwhile case study. In 2013, Helsinki’s AT mode share (the percentage of people using AT for 

daily trips) was 77 per cent (European Platform on Mobility Management 2016). Within the 

database of the European Platform on Mobility Management, which includes more than 450 

cities overall, Helsinki occupies a place in an exclusive group of only four cities with a 

population of more than 500 000 and an AT mode share of over 75 per cent (European Platform 

on Mobility Management 2016). At the same time, Helsinki features potentially important 

obstacles to AT promotion, including its relatively low urban population density (1900 people per 
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square kilometre - similar to many North American cities) (Demographia 2014), the fact that it is 

situated in a country with the tenth highest level of car ownership worldwide (Burgess, Doyle et 

al. 2014), and its challenging climate which features cold temperatures, consistent snow cover 

and considerable darkness during the winter. Population density (Pucher, Buehler 2006), high 

levels of car ownership (Toronto Center for Active Transportation 2010), and challenging 

climates (Saneinejad, Roorda et al. 2012) have all been identified as constituting potentially 

important obstacles for the promotion of AT.   

At one level, Helsinki’s AT success could be attributed to its policy-level commitment to 

AT, or in other words, to deliberate decisions by policymakers. Briefly, it is clear that Helsinki 

has prioritized AT over a long time period. Helsinki’s internationally-recognized public transit 

network (Helsingin Sanomat 2012) includes bus, tram, metro, commuter and long distance rail. 

There are 2,600 kilometres of bicycle facilities in the Helsinki metropolitan area (Sauri 2013). 

Pedestrian-oriented measures have included investment in numerous streets that prioritize 

walking (either accommodating low traffic volumes or being car free) as well as, in some cases, 

the installation of underground heating technology that keeps pedestrian areas clear of snow.  

Finally, Helsinki has worked consistently to limit parking downtown, to lower speed limits, and 

to implement extensive traffic calming. Given the above, this research was designed to develop 

understanding about what factors (e.g., advocacy efforts, values, sociocultural circumstances, 

and historical events) might explain Helsinki’s particularly strong history of policy-level 

commitment to AT.  

Theoretical Framework: The Advocacy Coalition Framework 

The advocacy coalition framework (ACF) (Jenkins-Smith, Sabatier 1994, Weible, 

Sabatier 2007, Sabatier 1988) is a comprehensive theory of the policy process that accounts for 
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the influence of major factors that are thought to influence policy choices2. It focusses on the 

role of advocacy coalitions (i.e., identifiable groups of actors from a wide range of organizations 

from both within and outside government) that share similar policy core beliefs (i.e., beliefs 

connected with objectives of policy informed by deeply held values) and that engage in a non-

trivial degree of coordinated activity to influence policy outcomes. According to the ACF, often 

two or more advocacy coalitions compete with each other within a given policy subsystem (i.e., a 

policy area, such as transportation policy in a particular municipality). Ultimately, the ACF 

explains policy outcomes as reflecting the positions of the dominant advocacy coalition within a 

given policy subsystem.  

Importantly, the ACF also considers a wide range of factors that influence the ability of 

advocacy coalitions to achieve this dominance, including relatively stable parameters such as the 

fundamental values of society at large and the basic constitutional structure, external events (i.e., 

major events occurring outside the policy subsystem but affecting policy choices) and advocacy 

coalition resources (e.g., money, skillful leadership and public opinion).  

Finally, the ACF describes two categories of policy change. Major policy change, which occurs 

relatively infrequently, is considered to involve subsystem-wide alterations in policy at the level 

of policy core beliefs.  Conversely, minor policy change is less fundamental and may concern, 

for example, more technical matters such as the specifics of budgets and performance 

evaluations.  

The ACF may be applied in many different ways to assist in understanding policy-

making challenges. Given the complexity of the policy process, research employing the ACF 

                                                 
 

2 A visual representation of the ACF is available in Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith (1999).  
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often entails rigorous analyses of particular aspects of the theory. For example, some scholars 

have specifically examined the factors that explain stability and change in coalition membership 

over time (Zafonte, Sabatier 2004, Jenkins-Smith, St. Clair et al. 1991). In this paper, the ACF 

was employed more practically as a high level framework for gaining understanding about the 

overall and long-term policy process related to AT promotion in Helsinki. 

Methods 

The results described here are mainly based on a series of focused (or semi-structured) 

interviews.  Such interviews, guided by a set of pre-determined questions, remain essentially 

conversational and open ended (Yin 1994). This format was chosen based on its potential to yield 

data pertinent to the identified research areas of interest, while at the same time encouraging 

spontaneous discussion that might assist in the discovery of unanticipated yet relevant 

information. Individual interviews (one to three hours in length) were conducted with 23 people 

considered to be experts in the AT policy process in Helsinki. Interview participants, identified 

using a process of chain referral (Tansey 2007), included, for example, senior employees of the 

Helsinki City Planning Department and the Finnish Transportation Agency, members of Helsinki 

City Council, and representatives of prominent AT-focused non-governmental organizations. The 

time period to which the knowledge of these participants was considered relevant was from 

roughly 1965 until 2014. Approval for the interview procedure was obtained from the Health 

Sciences and Science Research Ethics Board of the University of Ottawa, and all participants 

were required to give informed consent.  

The interview guide was designed to help gather information related to pre-identified 

themes derived from the ACF such as advocacy coalition identification and characteristics, 

relatively stable parameters, external events and major policy changes. The interviews were 
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recorded with both handwritten notes and audio. Analysis included the generation of a summary 

of each interview in which the major points expressed by participants were classified, where 

applicable, according to the pre-identified themes. The data were then categorized and reviewed 

on a theme-by-theme basis, during which data-derived sub-categories were also identified. 

Review and analysis of relevant documents were also conducted to obtain necessary 

background information, to verify the interview data, and to fill any pertinent research gaps.  The 

documents collected included a very wide range of publications including policy papers, 

academic works, books, advocacy material, statistical publications, newspaper articles, and web 

pages. Together, the review of the interview data and documentary evidence served as a form of 

data triangulation. 

Major Findings: The Dominance of the Easy, Beautiful and Green (Pro-AT) Advocacy 

Coalition 

Overall, Helsinki’s AT success was found to be largely the result of the long-term (i.e., 

1970-2014) dominance of a pro-AT advocacy coalition that, reflecting some of the most visible 

motivations for AT promotion among participants, is named here the easy, beautiful and green 

coalition. The emergence and dominance of this coalition can be strongly attributed to a number 

of important political factors as outlined in the ACF. Specifically, these include favourable 

relatively stable parameters, as well as a number of important external events. This article 

suggests that together, these contributed to two major policy changes, both of them favourable to 

the promotion of AT. 

The most significant long-term membership of the easy, beautiful and green coalition 

came from among the Helsinki City Planning Department, the Helsinki Regional Transport 

Authority (and predecessor organizations), the municipal Green Party, the municipal Social 
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Democratic Party, Enemmistö (“Majority” - a pro-AT nongovernmental organization), and the 

Helsinki Cyclists’ Association. While a number of actors who resisted the promotion of AT were 

clearly identified by participants, it was not possible to conclude that these actors represented 

members of a significant and longstanding opposing advocacy coalition. Mainly, the evidence 

did not indicate that these actors had engaged in a non-trivial degree of coordinated activity (as 

would be required according to the ACF’s characterization of an advocacy coalition). Bearing 

this in mind, the organizations considered to be the most significant obstacles to AT promotion 

included the Autoliito (car drivers’ association of Finland), the Helsinki Chamber of Commerce, 

the municipal National Coalition Party, and finally, particular representatives from each of the 

political parties who supported automobile-oriented transportation planning (colloquially 

referred to as “the car party”). 

Relatively Stable Parameters. 

The following relatively stable parameters were identified as very important in 

facilitating Helsinki’s commitment to AT: (1) Helsinki’s location on a peninsula; (2) Finland’s 

strong commitment to the welfare state; (3) the City of Helsinki’s ownership of over 60 per cent 

of the land within its borders; (4) apartments being the dominant housing type in Helsinki; (5) 

Helsinki’s strong tradition of directive city planning; and (6) Helsinki’s political system. 

The effects of these factors were undoubtedly considerable. For example, downtown Helsinki’s 

location on a narrow peninsula meant that there was very little room to accommodate increasing 

automobile traffic and participants indicated that policy makers, politicians and the public 

generally understood this natural limitation. Finland’s strong commitment to the welfare state, 

combined with a political system in which municipalities collect income tax at an average rate of 

roughly 20 per cent of total income (Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
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2014), has given the City of Helsinki considerable own-source revenues, creating a situation 

favourable to large and consistent investment in public transit and other AT-favourable 

infrastructure. 

The combination of the City of Helsinki owning over 60 per cent of the land within its 

borders (City of Helsinki Real Estate Department n.d.) with a strong tradition of directive city 

planning appears to have made it relatively easy to conduct long term and coordinated planning 

of housing and transportation in a way that supported strong public transit ridership and short 

distance access to services and amenities. This was further facilitated by apartments (as opposed 

to single family homes, for example) being by far the dominant housing type, representing 86 per 

cent of all dwellings (Tikkanen, Selander 2014, p. 20). This assisted considerably in limiting 

urban sprawl and, therefore, making private automobiles less necessary. 

Major policy changes and external events. 

Numerous important external events were found to have contributed to two periods of 

major policy change (both in favour of the promotion of AT), separated by a lengthy period of 

relative policy stability.  

Major policy change 1: Late 1960s to mid-1970s. 

Arguably, with the rejection of a proposal (by the American-Finnish planning firm, 

Smith-Polvinen) (Klinge, Kolbe 2007) to build a gridiron style series of expressways and 

interchanges through its downtown, and the related commitment to eventually build a subway, 

Helsinki made its first major move towards the establishment of a  policy tradition of  

“favouring” non-automobile transportation (“favouring” was used by interview participants to 

describe Helsinki’s attempts to limit the growth of traffic). Furthermore, the city began to study 

and implement a variety of specific measures that ultimately supported AT, including reductions 
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in speed limits (Helsinki City Planning Department 1971, Helsinki City Planning Department 

1972), noise and pollution reduction (Helsinki City Planning Department 1972, Helsinki City 

Planning Department 1975), dedicated public transit lanes (Rice 2002), pedestrianized streets 

(Helsinki City Planning Department 1971, Helsinki City Planning Department 1969), and 

significant investment in cycling infrastructure (A. Naskila, personal communication, 16 March 

2016). 

To an important degree, these policy changes are attributable to several external events. 

The first of these was the rapid increase in automobile use throughout the 1960s as people 

became richer and as official restrictions on car imports were lifted (Klinge, Kolbe 2007). 

Consequently, in the late 1960s Helsinki grappled seriously with problems associated with car 

traffic for the first time. The resulting commitment to AT (generally referred to by participants as 

“sustainable transport”) was then shaped by two important external events that occurred in close 

succession in 1973: a New Year’s speech by then President Urho Kekkonen emphasizing the 

need to improve road safety, and the beginning of the first oil crisis in October of the same year. 

According to a private-sector actor, “the New Year’s speech and the oil crisis worked like a 

package to help improve conditions for sustainable transportation and ultimately resulted in a 

series of measures (reduced speed limits, traffic calming, safer roads, etc.) that improved non-

automobile transportation of all types”. 

Participants also mentioned the order by President Kekkonen for the establishment of a 

Parliamentary public transport committee in 1974 as being an important external event. 

According to a former Director of Transport and Traffic Planning with the City of Helsinki this 

committee contributed, alongside the oil crisis, to a number of valuable public-transit favourable 
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policy changes. These included, most notably, the establishment of a network of dedicated public 

transit lanes as well as some transit only streets. 

Finally, two participants noted that the 1960s and 1970s were a period during which 

numerous powerful and mainly left-leaning youth movements in favour of a wide variety of 

causes emerged at the international level. In their view, this climate of activism likely contributed 

to the establishment (in 1968) of the influential nongovernmental organization, Enemmistö 

(translated as “Majority” –signifying representation of the non-car owning majority of Helsinki), 

to which they both belonged. Briefly, Enemmistö was formed to defend the rights of pedestrians, 

cyclists, and public transit users in Helsinki and grew to a peak of about 4000 members in the 

mid-1970s (R. Larjavaara, personal communication, March 12, 2016).  

Relative policy stability (late 1970s to mid-2000s). 

A lengthy period of relative policy stability followed the initial period of major policy 

change.  Briefly, while automobile traffic increased substantially and significant investments in 

road infrastructure were made (Helsinki City Planning Department 1993), the pro-AT coalition 

maintained its position of dominance overall. Helsinki’s commitment to favouring non-

automobile transportation remained well-entrenched as indicated by a large number of policy 

measures and investments favouring AT. These included, for example, the adoption of a new 

policy to prioritize the construction of housing along rail lines and a doubling of the overall 

planned level of future investment in public transit in 1989 (Murole n.d.). 

Major policy change 2 (mid-2000s to mid-2010s) 

Momentum in favour of a further significant increase in support of AT in Helsinki grew 

significantly starting in about 2005. During this period, Helsinki’s stance with respect to the 

promotion of non-automobile transportation may be described as having shifted from favouring 
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AT to having a goal of making personal vehicles largely unnecessary within the next 20-30 years 

(Greenfield 2016).  Examples of this further increase in policy commitment to the promotion of 

AT include major additions to Helsinki’s light rail/commuter network (Helsinki Regional 

Transport Authority 2016), the extension of the subway to the neighbouring municipality of 

Espoo (Länsimetro 2016), the building of the Baana bicycle superhighway through downtown 

(The European Prize for Public Space 2016), and the installation of heating systems beneath 

several pedestrian areas (Ramboll 2016). Perhaps more importantly, the most recent Helsinki 

City Master Plan (Helsinki City Planning Department General Planning Unit 2013) calls for 

major intensification and the transformation of numerous principal arteries into boulevards 

(which entails slowing traffic, prioritizing public transit and creating dense living space along 

them).  

Finally, Helsinki is preparing to launch pilot projects of a concept known as mobility as a 

service (MAAS) (Heikkila 2014). Briefly, this project aims to dramatically reduce the need for 

private automobiles through the creation of a system whereby individuals would subscribe to a 

service provided by a mobility broker for the management of their transportation needs. 

Essentially, the brokers would commit to looking after a person’s mobility within the city 

according to an agreed upon level of service (an amount of time in which it is guaranteed that 

someone will be able to reach their destination). The mobility broker would provide itineraries 

for each trip, coordinating journeys via a variety of modes including public transit, taxi services, 

walking, as well as bike share and car share systems.  

Overall, a large part of this further increased commitment to AT is attributable to three 

external events: 1) growing awareness concerning the need to address climate change; 2) 
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generational values changes (more interest in addressing climate change, less interest in driving, 

more interest in urban living), and 3) the arrival of social media and mobile technology.  

The most frequently mentioned external event during this period was the growing 

importance of environmentalism, particularly with respect to the need to address climate change. 

A significant number of participants described generation-related changes in values as being 

important in leading to improved AT conditions. These included a reduced interest in driving 

among younger people (with decreasing numbers of young people obtaining licenses) (Finnish 

Transport Safety Agency 2013), more interest in urban living that does not require driving and, 

as highlighted above, more concern for the environment. Finally, the dramatic increase in the 

popularity of mobile technology and social media from about 2000 onward was described by 

several participants as being an important external event. For example, a former member of 

Helsinki City Council stated: “Social media allowed people to re-imagine and promote cycling 

as something that could be done by normal people wearing normal clothing”. Furthermore, 

according to a member of National Parliament and Helsinki City Council: “Part of the reason 

that many young people are less inclined to drive cars in Helsinki is because they can accomplish 

creative work using mobile technology while taking public transit, something which is not 

possible while driving”.  

Discussion: From a Health Promotion Perspective 

Considerations related to health promotion do not appear to have figured strongly in the 

overall, long-term development of Helsinki’s AT success. This is noteworthy given the 

considerable amount of attention given to the promotion of AT among health promotion 

advocates. Perhaps most striking is that the membership of the pro-AT advocacy coalition did not 

include any significant representation from health-based organizations. Furthermore, specific 
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health-related concerns were not strongly visible in connection with the analysis of the 

underlying motivations and objectives (i.e., policy core beliefs) of leading AT actors. To the 

degree that health-related considerations were identifiable, they were most visible in the 

categories of evidence and arguments considered to be useful by pro-AT advocates.  

Advocacy Coalition Membership. 

The principal organizations contributing to the membership of the pro-AT advocacy 

coalition included a municipal government department (not health-related), the regional transport 

authority, two political parties, a nongovernmental organization, and a local cycling organization. 

The absence of health-based representation is surprising given growing international and Finnish 

concern with physical inactivity and related health conditions. More particularly, it is noteworthy 

that Finland has long been considered a leader in the previously mentioned health in all policies 

(HiAP) (Melkas 2013). Normally, one would consider AT to be exactly the type of policy that 

would be emphasized within an HiAP approach given that it addresses important population 

health goals through action in a non-health sector.  

This study was not explicitly designed to explain this noteworthy finding, meaning that 

further research addressing this issue would be worthwhile. Bearing this in mind, some possible 

explanations may be briefly discussed. One is that by the time the idea of encouraging AT was 

firmly established in the health sector (which was generally not until the 2000s (Sallis, Frank et 

al. 2004)) Helsinki had already achieved remarkable AT success. With respect to AT’s physical 

activity-related benefits, for example, a senior AT expert with Finland’s National Institute for 

Health and Welfare noted that the first time AT promotion figured among  the national health-

enhancing physical activity recommendations was in 2008. This means that it would only have 

been a realistic possibility for health-based actors concerned with physical activity to join pro-AT 
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advocacy efforts in Helsinki within about the last eight years. By the beginning of this period 

Helsinki’s AT rates were already very high (Helsinki Urban Facts Office 2004) and a well-

established pro-AT advocacy coalition already existed, arguably leaving little incentive for 

health-based involvement.  

Additional explanations worthy of exploration include the possibility that AT may be 

simply considered primarily a responsibility of transportation authorities, and that health-based 

actors continue to be focused on more traditional approaches. Related to the first possibility, it is 

worth noting that the author of this paper twice contacted officials with the national Ministry of 

Social Affairs and Health to identify interview participants and was directed to the Ministry of 

Transportation and Communications and the Finnish Transport Agency instead. Related to the 

latter possibility, commentary by representatives with the Helsinki Cyclists’ Association (with 

respect to cycling specifically) included that health-based actors have generally focused on 

“sport” and “exercise” and have not been importantly involved in the promotion of cycling for 

transportation purposes. 

Objectives and motivations of AT advocates. 

To investigate the objectives and motivations (i.e., policy core beliefs) of AT advocates, 

participants were asked to discuss why they thought the promotion of AT was worthwhile, or 

alternatively, what problems they believed necessitated its promotion. Overwhelmingly, the 

answers to these questions fell within the data-derived category of the desire to protect or create 

what might be termed a livable city (implying in a general sense, a city that is aesthetically 

appealing, safe, healthy, easy to move within, etc.) More specifically, many participants 

expressed concerns related to the negative effects of automobiles including danger, ugliness, 

pollution, noise and their consumption of public space. For example, a former member of 
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Helsinki city council and the Helsinki municipal planning board described his reasons for 

wanting to promote AT as follows: “It is a question of aesthetics and pleasure living in a city. It 

makes the city nice, beautiful, and easy to move around in.” Another former member of Helsinki 

city council offered the following summary of why he and his pro-AT allies favoured its 

promotion: “Urbanism and livable cities. These issues are at the core of the agendas for me and 

the people I associate with”. Finally, a more analytical perspective was offered by a senior-level 

manager with Helsinki Public Transport: “The promotion of AT is important in terms of the 

quality of the urban environment and life, for the prevention of the growth of car traffic and its 

side-effects, and to contribute to the attractiveness and competitiveness of the region”. 

The next most prominent category of response referred to AT’s potential in terms of 

environmental protection and more particularly in recent years, with respect to limiting climate 

change. Motivations and objectives concerning health figured much less strongly. Furthermore, 

health only represented a significant category of response if issues related to physical activity, air 

pollution and traffic safety were all considered to belong to the same broadly defined category.  

Evidence.  

Within the ACF, evidence is considered to be a resource that advocacy coalitions employ 

to influence policy choices.  Resources would include, for example, information (including 

scientific evidence), money, public opinion, and skillful leadership.  

The single most frequently mentioned piece of evidence was a particular study (Helsinki 

City Planning Department 2015) that employed the WHO Health Economic Assessment Tool 

(HEAT) approach for quantifying the economic benefits of cycling related to health (World 

Health Organization, Regional Office for Europe 2014). Briefly, the results demonstrated a 

potential return of €8 for every €1 invested in cycling in Helsinki. While this study is clearly 
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health-related, it is noteworthy that ultimately, the findings relate not to health per se. Instead, 

they point to the economic benefits of cycling, notably, the reduced spending on health care. 

Arguments.  

While it did not emerge as particularly dominant within the category of arguments, it was 

in this area where health figured most strongly in the research findings.  Participants were asked 

to discuss the most useful and the most frequently employed arguments in the promotion of AT.  

Overall, those relating to health were slightly less strongly cited than those concerning economic 

benefits or those connected with livable cities. Similar to the findings concerning objectives and 

motivations, however, this was only the case if the category of health was considered broadly, 

including all arguments related to physical activity, air pollution, and traffic safety together.  

Conclusion: Implications for Health Promotion 

Theoretically informed awareness of political challenges is likely to be very useful for the 

development of effective health promotion strategies. This awareness allows a more strong 

understanding of the full magnitude of obstacles and also improves the likelihood of identifying 

specific opportunities for progress.  From the perspective of health promotion, a number of 

important strategic considerations and areas for further research can be suggested. 

First, policy decisions resulting in favourable health outcomes are not always the result of 

the efforts of health advocates or health-derived motivation. In the case of Helsinki, a municipal 

transportation system that supports a very high level of AT was developed with the support of an 

advocacy coalition not featuring significant health-based representation. Furthermore, this 

coalition was primarily motivated by concerns (e.g., livability, the environment) that would not 

be directly considered health-related. While the topic of health was visible among the resources 

and arguments employed by pro-AT actors, it is fair to say that overall, health-related 
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considerations played only a supporting role. It is evident, therefore, that health promotion 

advocates may have very useful allies in non-health areas.  In Helsinki presently, not only would 

there appear to be a number of useful non-health allies with whom health promotion advocates 

could potentially work to develop even higher rates of AT, but these allies are clearly in a 

position of stronger influence than health actors. 

Second, political factors that may not frequently be given consideration by health 

promotion advocates may have very important effects on the power of particular campaigns for 

policy change. While in Helsinki these factors facilitated progress in way that was ultimately 

good for health, in many cases their effects could be otherwise. In North America for example, 

society’s long term embrace of the car could be considered a relatively stable parameter 

representing a major political obstacle. At the same time, political opportunities for making 

progress with AT or similar health-related policies may be made particularly identifiable if 

political factors are given thorough attention. If, for example, a national government announces 

strong funding for so-called green infrastructure, a politically informed AT advocate might likely 

see this development as a favourable external event, carrying with it the potential for important 

policy changes favouring AT based mainly on its environmental benefits. In other words, non-

health political and policy shifts can offer significant opportunities for advancing healthy public 

policy. 

 Finally, areas for further related research are evident. The question of why health-based 

actors were not more visible in AT promotion efforts in Helsinki merits attention. While some 

possibilities were briefly discussed, they deserve thorough exploration that was not possible in 

the context of this study. Furthermore, acknowledging that a case study of one jurisdiction has 

limited generalizability, further research that applies formal political theory to the promotion of 
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AT or similar health-related policy efforts in additional jurisdictions would be worthwhile. 

Finally, this study did not attempt to determine if Helsinki’s high rates of AT resulted in 

demonstrable effects on population health when measured by, for example, overall rates of 

physical activity or the incidence of a variety of health conditions that might be reduced by AT 

when compared with other jurisdictions. Accordingly, research which attempts to explicitly link 

political and public policy developments with measurable health outcomes could usefully 

contribute to the accomplishment of health promotion objectives. 
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Chapter 5: Active Transportation in Ottawa, Canada. The Challenge of Enduring Political 

Obstacles 

Notes:  

• This article (Saidla, 2017b) was published in French in Lien social et Politiques, numéro 

78, 2017. doi:10.7202/1039344ar. It is available at the following link: 

https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/lsp/2017-n78-lsp03015/1039344ar/ 

• The French version differs slightly from the one presented here as a result of minor 

editorial changes made during translation.  

• References are according to the style required by Lien social et Politiques. 

Abstract 

The promotion of active transportation (AT) – utilitarian trips including walking, cycling, and 

public transit use, represents an opportunity for increasing physical activity. Ottawa is a 

noteworthy example of success when measured by AT rates and assessed in a North American 

context. At the same time, its AT performance is weak in comparison with those of the best 

international cities, suggesting that its failure to achieve higher AT rates may be related to factors 

associated with its North American location. 

Through an application of the advocacy coalition framework (ACF), a formal policy 

process theory from political science, this paper highlights the importance of a category of 

enduring political obstacles (the ACF’s relatively stable parameters) with respect to long-term 

AT promotion efforts in Ottawa.  Individual interviews were conducted with 21 Ottawa-based AT 

experts. Document review was employed as a secondary method. Overall, the research indicates 

challenges related to Ottawa’s North American sociocultural context and its political system 

constituted very strong obstacles to AT promotion.    

https://www.erudit.org/fr/revues/lsp/2017-n78-lsp03015/1039344ar/
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Viewed from the perspective of attempts to promote health in urban settings, these 

findings suggest that in jurisdictions subject to challenges similar to those identified for AT 

promotion in Ottawa, health-based actors should be encouraged to direct advocacy efforts to 

areas not normally within their traditional domains. In the case of AT in Ottawa, these might 

include, for example, the municipal revenue system and traditions within the field of 

transportation and land use planning. 

Introduction 

The promotion of active transportation (AT), defined here as the utilitarian use of 

walking, cycling and public transit1, enjoys strong support from health authorities (Dora, 

Hosking, Mudu et Fletcher, 2011; Edwards et Tsouros, 2006) on the basis of its potential benefits 

related mainly to physical activity, air quality, and traffic safety.  Physical inactivity, which 

contributes to health conditions such as cardiovascular disease, obesity, and diabetes (Cavill, 

Kahlmeier et Racioppi, 2006) is the world’s fourth leading risk factor for mortality (World 

Health Organization, 2016b) and is particularly prevalent in high-income countries (World 

Health Organization, 2016a). Reductions in air pollution are considered to be an important 

benefit with respect to cardiovascular disease, cancer, and a number of respiratory conditions 

(World Health Organization, 2014).  Finally, prioritizing high quality environments for AT can be 

expected to result in substantial improvements in safety for non-motorized users (Pucher et 

Dijkstra, 2003).   

In order to promote AT, proponents generally recommend that governments commit to 

transportation and planning policies including investment in infrastructure and services such as 

                                                 
 

1 This definition incorporates public transit use as well as walking and cycling based on the fact that users of public transit 
normally walk in connection. The Public Health Agency of Canada considers AT similarly (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2014). 
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public transit, sidewalks, multi-use paths, and dedicated bike lanes. Additional recommended 

policies include those that relate to developing more compact communities and discouraging 

automobile use (e.g., increased fuel taxes and congestion charges). 

 Unfortunately, many jurisdictions display extremely low rates of AT, particularly in 

North America. Bassett et al., (2008) for example, examined overall AT mode shares (the 

percentage of people using primarily AT for daily trips) in 17 countries including the United 

States and Canada. While Canada and the United States had AT rates of roughly 11 per cent and 

20 per cent respectively, eight European countries (e.g., Switzerland, the Netherlands, and 

Spain), had AT rates above 40 per cent (Bassett et al., 2008 : 799). At the city level, some 

jurisdictions, (e.g., Paris, Helsinki, and London) have AT rates of over 75 per cent (European 

Platform on Mobility Management, 2016), while in Canada and the United States it is rare to find 

cities with AT rates approaching 30 per cent. (Statistics Canada, 2011, U.S. Department of 

Transportation, 2015). These numbers suggest the possibility that factors related to the North 

American context may at least partly explain the failure of North American cities to achieve 

higher AT mode shares.    

This paper presents noteworthy findings from a qualitative case study examining the role  
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of political factors in the promotion of AT in Ottawa2, Canada between roughly 1970 and 2016. 

More specifically, it identifies several enduring political challenges that appear to have 

considerably limited AT progress in Ottawa. It will be shown these may fairly be considered to 

stem from Ottawa’s North American sociocultural context and elements of its political system. 

The identification of the specific challenges was made possible via the application of the 

Advocacy Coalition Framework - a modern theory of the policy process from political science - 

through a series of focused interviews supported by document review.  

Theoretical Framework: the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) 

The selection of the ACF3 (Jenkins-Smith et Sabatier, 1994; Sabatier, 1988; Weible et 

Sabatier, 2007) as the theoretical framework for this research was based on its identified utility 

for politically-based examination of health promotion challenges (Exworthy, 2008; Fafard, 2008; 

Gagnon et al., 2007) and its previously successful application to a number of health-related 

policy areas (Breton et al, 2008; Kübler, 2001; Swigger et Heinmiller, 2014). From this 

perspective, the ACF may be considered to realistically reflect the health promotion-related 

policy environment as a result of its explicit emphasis on the importance of interrelated political 

factors (e.g., sociocultural context, values, stakeholder interests, and public opinion) (Fafard, 

2008; Fafard, 2015; Hawkins et Parkhurst, 2015) and the involvement of actors from a wide 

variety of fields in shaping public policy. 

The ACF accounts for the effects of specific categories of political factors on policy 

choices. Broadly, the ACF deems policy choices to reflect the values of whatever advocacy 

                                                 
 

2 “Ottawa”, unless otherwise specified, refers to the territory of the former Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton (RMOC) 
and the current City of Ottawa. The RMOC was created in 1970 by the Government of Ontario as a second tier level of government for 
what was then the City of Ottawa and its neighbouring municipalities. The RMOC was disbanded when 11 local municipalities were 
officially amalgamated to create the new City of Ottawa in 2001. 

 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 87 

coalition is dominant within a given policy subsystem. Advocacy coalitions are groups of actors 

from governmental and nongovernmental organizations, that share similar policy core beliefs 

(beliefs connected with policy objectives informed by deeply held values) and that engage in 

non-trivial coordinated activity in order to achieve their goals. Policy subsystems may be 

described as policy areas (like municipal transportation in a particular city) in which advocacy 

coalitions compete for dominance. 

Notably, the ACF suggests that several categories of political factors ultimately influence 

the ability of advocacy coalitions to achieve this dominance. These categories include, for 

example, external events (i.e., major events occurring outside the policy subsystem) and 

available resources (e.g., money, skillful leadership and public opinion).  

This paper focusses on a discussion of findings related to the category of relatively stable 

parameters, which were found to be particularly influential in strongly constraining prospects for 

AT success in Ottawa over the long term. Relatively stable parameters are described as 

contributing to the broad societal context that affects (and may also be affected by) the 

policymaking process and are noted as including: 1.) basic attributes of the problem area; 2.) 

basic distribution of natural resources; 3.) fundamental sociocultural values and social structure 

and; 4.) basic constitutional structure (Sabatier et Weible, 2007 : 193). Generally, they are 

considered to be stable over time (Sabatier et Weible, 2007 : 193) and resistant to change (Weible 

et Sabatier, 2007 : 125-126). As a result, they are not usually the subject of strategic action by 

policy participants (Weible et Sabatier, 2007 : 125-126). At the same time, they are important 

because they “structure the nature of the problem, constrain the resources available to policy 

                                                                                                                                                             
 

3 A visual representation of the ACF is available in the following: (Sabatier et Jenkins-Smith, 1999). 
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participants, establish the rules for changing policy and reaching collective decisions, and 

broadly frame the values that inform policymaking” (Weible et Sabatier, 2007 : 125). 

The ACF may be applied in many different ways to assist in understanding policy-

making challenges. Given the complexity of the policy process, political science research 

employing the ACF often entails rigorous analyses conducted in the interest of testing and 

exploring various aspects of the theory itself. For example, some scholars have specifically 

examined the factors that explain stability and change in coalition membership over time 

(Jenkins-Smith, St. Clair et Woods, 1991; Zafonte et Sabatier, 2004). In this research, the ACF 

was employed more practically as a high-level framework (or model) of the overall policy 

process to assist in the development of broad, contextual understanding of the role of political 

factors in long term efforts to promote AT in Ottawa. As will be discussed further with respect to 

methodology, the ACF’s theoretical categories of political factors (e.g., external events, relatively 

stable parameters, advocacy coalitions, resources) functioned as the basis for the identification 

of the most noteworthy real-world political challenges and enablers for the promotion of AT in 

Ottawa. The utility of employing the ACF in such a practical manner has been emphasized, for 

example, by ACF scholars Weible and Sabatier (2007). 

Methodology 

Case selection. 

Ottawa was selected for this research based primarily on its relatively unique position as 

an AT leader within North America despite performing weakly relative to the top international 

cities. According to the City of Ottawa, 28.5 per cent of local trips are made by AT (15.5 per cent 

public transit, 11 per cent walking, and 2 per cent cycling), with the remaining 71.5 per cent by 

automobile (City of Ottawa, 2013d : 17). Ottawa has the highest AT mode share of Canadian 
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CMAs, narrowly ahead of Toronto and Montreal (Statistics Canada, 2011 : table 1.a). In the 

United States meanwhile, only 4 out of 383 metropolitan statistical areas have AT mode shares of 

over 25 per cent (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2015). Ottawa is thus a leading AT city 

within North America.  

Ottawa’s success may be to some degree the result of a relatively high level of deliberate 

policy commitment to AT. Indicative of this is Ottawa’s internationally-recognized public transit 

service (Cervero, 1998), including the Transitway bus rapid transit system. Furthermore, the city 

is home to many neighbourhoods where conditions for walking are excellent (Centre for 

Research and Education in Community Services, University of Ottawa, 2016) and has a cycling 

network of more than 900 km (City of Ottawa, 2015). Despite this evidence of commitment, 

Ottawa’s AT performance relative to the top cities in the world is weak. The European Platform 

on Mobility Management database shows 68 cities (populations of more than 100 000) with AT 

mode shares more than double Ottawa’s (European Platform on Mobility Management, 2016). 

Taken together, Ottawa’s relatively high level of commitment and strong performance 

within North America combined with its weak status relative to the top international cities 

suggested that its failure to achieve higher AT rates may be at least partly related to political 

challenges associated with its North American location. Together, these considerations made 

Ottawa a particular worthwhile case study.  

Methods. 

The primary research method was the focused (or semi-structured) interview (Yin, 1994). 

This format, in which the interview is guided by a set of specific questions yet remains 

conversational, was selected based on its potential to yield data pertinent to the identified 

research area while at the same time assisting in the discovery of unanticipated yet relevant 
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information. Individual interviews of one to three hours in length were conducted with 21 people 

considered to be experts in the AT policy process in Ottawa between June, 2015 and July, 2016. 

A process of chain referral (Tansey, 2007) was used to identify research participants. Briefly, as 

part of initial interviews with several pre-identified prominent Ottawa-specific AT advocates, 

participants were asked to recommend experts for subsequent interviews based on the likelihood 

of them being able to usefully answer the interview questions. During each interview, 

recommendations for further potential participants were requested. Ultimately, those interviewed 

included, for example, employees and former employees of the City of Ottawa’s Transportation 

Planning and Traffic Services branches, the National Capital Commission, several members or 

former members of Ottawa City Council, and representatives of non-governmental organizations 

involved in AT promotion. Overall, the time period for which it was possible to gather relevant 

participant commentary was from roughly 1970 to 2016.  All participants were required to give 

informed consent as part of an interview procedure that was approved by the Health Sciences 

and Science Research Ethics Board of the University of Ottawa. 

The interview guide was designed to help gather information according to pre-identified 

themes derived from the ACF including, for example, external events, relatively stable 

parameters, and actor/ advocacy coalition identification. The interviews were recorded with 

audio as well as handwritten notes. Analysis began with the development of a template-based 

summary of each interview in which the major points expressed by participants were classified, 

where applicable, according to the same pre-identified themes as noted above. The summaries 

were sent to participants for review and comment. All relevant commentary for each theme was 

then grouped together and reviewed on a theme by theme basis, allowing data-derived sub 

categories to also be identified.   
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Relevant documents (classified where possible according to the same ACF-derived 

themes explored in the interviews) were reviewed in order to obtain necessary background 

information, to verify the interview data, to fill any pertinent research gaps, and to further 

explore noteworthy topics raised in the interviews. The documents were collected via archival 

(e.g., in particular, from the City of Ottawa archives) and on-line research using keywords and 

phrases such as “urban sprawl and property development”, “City of Ottawa cycling policy” and 

“Ottawa Transitway planning”. Additional documents were obtained through either direct 

provision or recommendation by interview participants.  The documents included a wide range 

of publications including policy papers, books, advocacy material, municipal planning 

documents, newspaper articles, and web pages. 

Using the information from both the interviews and the documents, an overall ACF-

informed summary of significant long term developments and related political factors in the 

promotion of AT in Ottawa was developed. Ultimately, this process led to the identification of a 

number of particularly striking challenges for AT promotion related to the ACF-derived category 

of relatively stable parameters. Further documentary review was then conducted in order to 

verify and expand upon the participant commentary related to this particular category. Bearing 

all of the above in mind, the focus of this paper is a discussion of the identified relatively stable 

parameters. First, however, a plain language overview of the history of AT promotion efforts in 

Ottawa is included in order to provide relevant contextual information. This paper concludes 

with consideration of potential implications for efforts to promote health in urban settings. 

Overview: Long term efforts to promote AT in Ottawa 

Viewed from a high-level perspective, efforts to promote AT in Ottawa have taken place 

in a policymaking environment that (since World War II) featured a strongly prevailing 
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automobile-oriented perspective. In the 1970s (following a period of particularly extreme auto-

oriented focus in the 1950s and 1960s) the newly created Regional Municipality of Ottawa-

Carleton (RMOC) successfully managed to increase its commitment to public transit, especially 

in connection with the development of its first (1974) official plan (Fullerton, 2005 : 111; 

Gordon, 2015 : 278). This noteworthy shift (which overall, still left automobile transportation 

dominant) was enabled, notably, by favourable public opinion (Fullerton, 2005 : 109) and the 

commitment of important long-term financial support for public transit from the Provincial 

Government (OC Transpo, 2000).  

During the 1980s and 1990s, despite increased attention to the merits of AT (significantly 

the result of growing environmental awareness) and the emergence and efforts of a number of 

pro-AT actors, expanding urban sprawl (Gordon, 2015 : 290), the increased affordability of cars 

(Lake, 1995 : 9-10), and a lack of adequate funds for public transit from higher levels of 

government appear to have strongly limited further AT progress. Starting in the mid-2000s, in 

response to factors including increased attention to climate change and technical constraints on 

further road network expansion, momentum for AT began to gain speed. The first stage of a 

comprehensive light rail project (the Confederation Line) is now being built and strongly 

increased policy-level and financial commitment to walking and cycling infrastructure is evident 

(City of Ottawa, 2013a; City of Ottawa, 2013b; City of Ottawa, 2013d). Even so, planned 

spending (from 2014 to 2031) for walking and cycling infrastructure combined equals less than 

one fifth of the amount anticipated for roads (City of Ottawa, 2013d : 37, 46, 72). Furthermore, if 

the city manages to achieve its current mode share targets (City of Ottawa, 2013d : 26), roughly 

60 per cent of the population will still be travelling by car for daily transportation in 2031. 
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Overall, numerous efforts by individual actors and particular advocacy groups in favour 

of a variety of AT-favourable policy choices were identified over the period under consideration, 

with the following organizations and actors having been found to have made particularly 

important contributions: central area community associations and councillors, the Federation of 

Citizens Associations of Ottawa-Carleton, Citizens for Safe Cycling (cycling advocacy 

organization), Ottawalk (walking advocacy organization), particular employees with AT-related 

portfolios within the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton (RMOC), the City of Ottawa, the 

National Capital Commission (NCC) and OC Transpo, a variety of environmentally and socially-

oriented non-governmental organizations (e.g., in recent years Ecology Ottawa, EnviroCentre, 

Ottawa Centre Ecodistrict, the Healthy Active Transportation Coalition), and Transport Action 

Canada (formerly Transport 2000). While many of their efforts led to noteworthy progress, long-

term cooperation specifically aimed at increasing the relative of amount of AT (i.e., including 

walking, cycling, and public transit use together as alternatives to automobile use) was not 

strongly identifiable.  

Ultimately, municipal transportation policy in Ottawa may be considered to have been 

dominated overall by actors who assumed and accepted (consciously or unconsciously) that 

automobiles would be the most important mode of transportation. The specific entities identified 

via interview commentary as constituting prominent obstacles to the promotion of AT included 

people working in operations functions (particularly transportation engineers) with the City of 

Ottawa, the development industry, and suburban and rural councillors. Less frequently 

mentioned actors representing obstacles included vocal auto-oriented citizens and particular 

business improvement associations.  
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Overall, it became evident that pro-AT advocacy efforts were clearly constrained 

throughout the period under consideration by a number of challenges stemming from relatively 

stable parameters. As is discussed below, these related particularly to Ottawa’s North American 

sociocultural context and its political system and appear to have contributed to a climate in 

which an assumption of the overall supremacy of the car was rarely subject to serious 

questioning. 

Major findings and discussion: Relatively stable parameters as obstacles to AT promotion 

in Ottawa 

Challenges related to Ottawa’s North American sociocultural context. 

Overall, participants made particularly frequent reference to several specific challenges 

that may logically be related to Ottawa’s North American sociocultural context. More broadly, 

however, several explicitly mentioned Ottawa’s belonging to North America itself as challenging 

for AT promotion.  Participant commentary on this subject related mainly to North American 

society’s long-term and extremely strong embrace of the car, coupled with the general preference 

for low-density, segregated-use suburbs as ideal places to live and how this contributed to 

challenges for the promotion of AT.  

A professional planner, for example, discussed how Ottawa’s belonging to North 

America, in which car oriented sprawl is the norm, represented a significant challenge for AT 

promotion: “The advancing dream of the North American promise of, you know, it’s big, it’s 

wide open, there’s a lot of land…came with that sort of aspiration that in the end, ends up being 

counterproductive to the very promise because, if everybody chases the same thing, then we’re 

all stuck in traffic”. The same participant also described the challenge of belonging to a 

demographically “suburban nation” and in connection said the following: “Even if you were to 
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say that 250 000 people in Ottawa live in a grid-pedestrian [sic] friendly part of town that means 

three quarters of a million don’t, so you have three quarters of the population now that are 

tethered to their cars, and god forbid you do anything to slow them down and they’re a political 

force. To deconstruct that is really the challenge.”   

Literature supports the argument that being in North America likely contributes to 

particular difficulties for the promotion of non-motorized travel, in particular with respect to 

sprawling urbanization “characterized by low overall densities, a rigid specialization of land 

uses, and a near total dependence on the automobile” (Filion, 2003 : 50).  Filion (2003 : 57) for 

example,  describes how the mobility provided by the car facilitated lower density development 

farther from city cores. In addition, the large amount of vehicles necessitated that space be 

devoted to parking and encouraged the rigid separation of land uses, leading to even further 

drops in density. As Filion notes, “from a transportation perspective, the overall effect of car-

oriented development is to reduce the effectiveness of, and reliance on other modes” (Filion, 

2003 : 57). Ultimately, sprawl results in longer distances between destinations and in 

consequence, hinders the development of high rates of AT (Seliske, Pickett et Janssen, 2015). 

 Blais (2011 : 149-158) cites a lengthy list of policies leading to prices in areas like 

property, mortgages, roads, parking, gas, car insurance, home heating, water and sewer services 

that, in the context of sprawl, underrepresent actual costs.  Furthermore, externalities such as 

costs associated with air pollution, traffic congestion (Blais, 2011 : 153) and negative health 

consequences are not priced at all. Overall, the heavy subsidization of sprawl and driving 

contributes significantly to their appeal and growth.  
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Within this context, the following highlights specific categories of challenges to AT 

promotion that were encountered in Ottawa and that seem likely to reflect the city’s North 

American sociocultural context. 

1. Sprawling Ottawa’s car-oriented urban structure. 

Roughly half of the interview participants referred to elements of Ottawa’s urban 

structure as important impediments to AT promotion. The latter included, most notably, Ottawa’s 

generally low population density and its high quality road system, both tending to encourage the 

choice of automobiles over AT. According to one participant, for example: “The major things 

working against it (referring to transit): The road system is actually pretty decent. I mean you can 

get around the city…anywhere except the Queensway at rush hour”, and later, “Building 

facilities does not always make them come if the facilities do not represent a rational service 

alternative, because volumes are low, because people are too spread out.”   

A review of Ottawa’s urban development history confirms Ottawa’s generally sprawling 

and auto-oriented pattern. An RMOC report (Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton Planning 

Department, 1993) describes how the arrival of the automobile itself was responsible for a 

radical change in urban form in Ottawa after the 1920s: 

 “The introduction of widespread affordable personal mobility meant that urban 

development was not restricted by distance. People went to live on larger lots in the 

suburbs…Development was no longer constrained by location of transit lines and any piece of 

property had development potential. Suburban development was the trend and as a result urban 

densities declined, development became more scattered.” 

Overall, between 1906 and 1991, Ottawa’s population increased from about 82, 000 to 

more than 600, 000 while the urban area grew from 1, 550 to 21, 900 hectares. The population 
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per hectare decreased by almost 50 per cent from a peak of 56.7 in 1925 to 27.8 in 1991 

(Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton Planning Department, 1993). 

The first major master plan to be extensively implemented in Ottawa, completed by 

French planner Jacques Gréber in 1950 (Gréber, 1950), encouraged the development of a car-

oriented city. As discussed in an interview with Alain Miguelez and outlined in his book 

“Transforming Ottawa” (Miguelez, 2015), Gréber’s plan aimed to exploit the mobility provided 

by the automobile while avoiding congestion through the creation of a low density city with 

dispersed centres of employment (Miguelez, 2015 : 268-269) and a high quality road network. 

The plan also recommended the removal of rail (for trains and streetcars) from the central areas 

and the relocation of Ottawa Central Station away from downtown.  Overall, the Gréber plan 

contributed to the development of a city in which distances between destinations were longer 

than they otherwise might have been, where rail infrastructure had been removed, and which 

enjoyed a network of high speed roads. By the time that the automobile-centred transportation 

paradigm was first seriously questioned in the early 1970s, the region had already developed 

rapidly according to a car-oriented plan.  

The next major master plan for the region was the newly-formed RMOC’s 1974 master 

plan (Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1976).  While this plan did officially prioritize 

public transit over roads, neither it nor subsequent master plans fundamentally altered the low-

density, dispersed nature of the city. The 1974 plan assumed the continuation of conventional 

suburban growth (Gordon, 2015 : 270). According to Cervero (1998 : 259-260), Ottawa’s revered 

bus rapid transit system (an outcome of the 1974 plan), was in fact chosen partly on the basis that 

its flexible format would serve spread-out housing more efficiently than rail (Cervero, 1998 : 

259-260).  
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Documents (City of Ottawa, 1991; Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1989; 

Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton Planning Department, 1993; Regional Municipality of 

Ottawa-Carleton, 1999) indicate that the negative consequences of sprawl were only given 

significant attention starting in the early 1990s. The 1997 RMOC master plan included, for 

example, the following objective: “To encourage denser, more compact and more balanced 

development on lands designated for urban purposes” (Regional Municipality of Ottawa-

Carleton, 1999 : section 2.3 -2, p. 13). By that time, however, Ottawa’s population had already 

grown to more than three quarters of what it is today (City of Ottawa, 2013c; Regional 

Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1999).  

The current City of Ottawa Official Plan (City of Ottawa, 2003) outlines targets for 

reducing the growth of sprawl (City of Ottawa, 2003: Section 2). Specifically, the share of new 

housing to be built within the already built areas rises from 36 per cent to 44 percent for the 

period of 2007-2031. In fact, Ottawa met its target for 2007-2011, and appears on track to exceed 

it significantly for 2012-2016 (City of Ottawa Planning and Growth Management Research and 

Forecasting Unit, 2016: 11).  

Acknowledging the evident progress, the enduring nature of urban structure suggests that 

Ottawa’s low-density automobile-oriented nature will remain a very important and ongoing 

challenge for strengthening AT. According to Gordon and Shirokoff (2014 : 28), the clear 

majority (77.5 per cent) of the Ottawa-Gatineau population (census metropolitan area – of which 

Ottawa makes up slightly more than 70 per cent of the population) today lives in auto suburbs 

and exurban areas characterized by low densities and the dominance of automobiles, with only 

the remaining 22.5 per cent living in transit suburbs or active cores where greater numbers of 

people use AT.  
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2. Susceptibility to sprawl- and auto-oriented development interests. 

Related to a context in which auto-oriented sprawl is the norm is a planning environment 

which has proven susceptible to the strong influence of the development industry. Commentary 

by roughly one quarter of participants included remarks indicating that the overall preferences of 

the development industry worked against AT promotion. A senior manager with the City of 

Ottawa, for example, when asked to identify actors that represented obstacles to AT promotion, 

named developers specifically. She then described a case in which developers argued against the 

city’s desire to protect a corridor for future transit use in connection with a planned development. 

Most noteworthy on the subject of the development industry were the remarks of a 

former city councillor who suggested that “developers run city hall”, and have “wiped out the 

progressive councillors”. He argued that while public opposition to development projects was 

often lacking, developers were highly motivated. The participant asserted that they had been 

extremely effective in persuading the City of Ottawa cater to their interests in general and 

furthermore, that they and their allies had exploited electoral rules by contributing large sums 

towards the electoral campaigns of both city councillors and mayors. Furthermore, according to 

the participant development industry representatives had successfully convinced individuals to 

run for city council based on a commitment to help finance their campaigns.  Overall, this 

individual concluded that very few councillors were willing to vote against policies favoured by 

developers.  

A study (Grant, 2009) aimed at determining what factors explain the gap between theory 

(e.g., plans to limit sprawl, to promote a mix of land uses, and to create walkable communities) 

and practice (i.e., relaxed requirements leading to sprawl) in the development of residential 

neighbourhoods in Canada, supports the position that the development industry wields 
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considerable political power. Her research indicated a tendency for authorities to succumb to 

developers based on arguments including those related to consumer demand and pressure created 

by a shortage of municipal funding (Grant, 2009 : 27). Municipalities in Canada, relying on 

property taxes as their most important source of funds (Kitchen, 2002 : 22-28), face strong 

financial pressure flowing from reductions in transfers from higher levels of government and 

arguably, inadequate compensatory revenue sources (Kitchen, 2002 : 331-339; McAllister, 2005 : 

246-248).  

Document review suggests that indeed, developers have had more influence on municipal 

politics in Ottawa than one would normally consider reasonable in a system of responsible 

government. In 2006, for example, Ecology Ottawa (whose Executive Director was also an 

interview participant) reported on the City of Ottawa 2006 municipal election (Ecology Ottawa, 

2009) and noted that all but six people who were ultimately elected to city council (out of a total 

of 23) had accepted money from the development industry. Beyond donations directly 

attributable to the development industry, many other actors with interests in development (e.g., 

construction and paving firms, friends and acquaintances) are able to finance campaigns and 

advocacy. Two Ottawa Citizen articles (Chianello, 2014a; Chianello, 2014b), for example, 

reported on a fundraising dinner hosted by development industry leaders that raised $52 000 

from individual donors for the successful mayoral campaign of Jim Watson. 

Furthermore, documents indicate that the development industry, beyond contributing to 

the general creation of sprawl, has often successfully resisted efforts to implement policies 

specifically designed to promote AT. For example, briefing notes provided to City of Ottawa 

councillors on the 1991 City of Ottawa master plan (City of Ottawa, 1993) address a series of 

requests for amendments on behalf of the Ottawa Carleton Homebuilders Association et al.. In 
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one for example, (City of Ottawa, 1993 : 63), the Association objected to a proposed stipulation 

which encouraged the provision of sidewalks on at least one side of local and collector streets in 

or adjacent to new developments. City staff did not support this change, but noted that the policy 

did not require (only encouraged) the construction of these sidewalks.  

Finally, an additional contributing factor to the power of the development industry noted 

by some participants was the tendency of the Ontario Municipal Board4 (OMB – a provincially 

appointed body that adjudicates land-use disputes) to rule in favour of developers. As Tandon 

(2011) discusses, while both municipalities and the provincial government have made various 

policy and regulatory attempts to curb sprawl, it has continued to grow at an alarming rate, with 

OMB rulings tending to favour developers more than opposing groups. He concludes that OMB 

decisions have undermined efforts to prevent sprawl and suggests that this is mainly the result of 

provincial policies and regulations not being strong enough to withstand the powerful and well-

financed efforts of the development industry.  

3. Auto-oriented transportation planning and traffic engineering traditions. 

The strong role of auto-oriented traditions in the fields of transportation planning and 

traffic engineering (henceforth referred to as transportation planning) in constraining efforts to 

implement AT-favourable policies was mentioned on multiple occasions by a variety of 

participants. A city councillor assessed “the status quo in transportation engineering and 

planning” as possibly the most important obstacle overall with respect to AT promotion. 

Similarly, a Senior Transportation Planner argued that the “profession (primarily of traffic 

                                                 
 

4 The Ontario Municipal Board is “an independent, quasi-judicial, administrative tribunal responsible for handling appeals of 
land-use planning disputes and municipal matters” (Ministry of Municipal Affairs and Ministry of Housing, Government of Ontario, 
2016). 
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engineering but even transportation planning to some degree) is set up in such a way that we tend 

to focus on building car travel versus transit or active modes”. 

Two city employees provided numerous examples of how the existing transportation 

planning traditions affected the ability to promote AT. One explained that safety was frequently 

evaluated on the basis of the numbers of crashes at particular intersections. This approach often 

failed for cycling and walking because the totals were normally too low to generate statistically 

relevant findings.  Another described how technical specifications in existing roadway design 

manuals had no or very limited details on how to design effective public transit projects (for 

example, adding light rail or bus-only lanes to a road median) and how traditional performance 

measures, mainly focused on the speed and fluidity of automobile traffic, did not make it 

possible to demonstrate success with respect to AT.  

This commentary echoes literature indicating that the field of transportation planning has 

historically prioritized automobile transportation. As per Newman and Kenworthy, “since World 

War II, transportation planning has for the most part treated the automobile and the urban fabric 

it creates and supports as being the primary concern in all cities” (Newman et Kenworthy, 2015 : 

141). Slack (2013), suggests that “…perhaps planning has failed and that the wrong questions 

have been asked. Rather than estimate traffic increases and then provide capacity to meet the 

expected growth, it is now accepted that what is required is better management of the transport 

system…”. This would include, for example, increasing housing density and concentrating 

development along public transit corridors, as well as implementing policies to decrease 

automobile use. While the above indicates that the field of transportation planning is beginning 

to become less car-oriented, this is a relatively recent phenomenon.  
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Mode share targets and funding decisions of regional authorities further reflect Ottawa’s 

historical acceptance of its auto-oriented nature. Mode share targets for walking and cycling have 

been modest since they were first established in the region in 1997 (Regional Municipality of 

Ottawa-Carleton, 1999). The 2013 City of Ottawa Transportation Master Plan (City of Ottawa, 

2013d) for example, reported a total AT mode share (2011, peak hour, including walking, cycling 

and public transit) of 34 per cent and a target, for 2031, of 41 per cent. Overall, even if achieved, 

this target would represent an increase of only 15 percentage points relative to 1995 levels 

(Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1997 : 16). 

Finally, the auto-oriented perspective is also evident with respect to infrastructure 

investment. Ottawa has far more kilometres of roads than facilities for all other modes combined 

(6000 km of roads, 1, 890 km of paths and sidewalks, 600 km of bicycle facilities, 53 km of 

dedicated bus routes, and 8 km of light rail (City of Ottawa, 2013d : 13; City of Ottawa, 2015). 

Spending predictions (aside from Ottawa’s current investment in the long anticipated light rail 

system) continue to reflect the auto-oriented approach. Between 2013 and 2031, the City of 

Ottawa planned to invest in infrastructure worth $66.3 million for walking, $70 million for 

cycling, and $724.7 million for driving (City of Ottawa, 2013d : 36, 46, 72). 

Obstacles related to Ottawa’s political system. 

Specific obstacles most strongly identifiable via participant commentary included 1.) 

Ottawa’s position within the broader Canadian political system, which had left it lacking 

dependable revenue for public transit investment; and 2.) Ottawa’s political domination by 

suburban and rural municipal wards with strongly entrenched auto-oriented transportation 

preferences.  

1. Lack of dependable revenue for public transit. 
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As noted earlier, Canadian municipalities face significant financial pressure as result of 

several overlapping factors including the combination of relatively recent reductions in transfers 

from higher levels of government and a lack of compensatory revenue sources (Kitchen, 2002; 

McAllister, 2005). The Federation of Canadian Municipalities, for example, estimated that 

Canada had accumulated a municipal infrastructure deficit (i.e., the amount required to repair, 

replace and upgrade existing infrastructure) of $123 billion as of 2007 (Mirza, 2007). Certainly, 

this situation is acknowledged by federal and provincial governments and in consequence, a 

variety of measures have been developed to improve the situation. At the moment, for example, 

the federal government plans to spend $180 billion over the next 12 years in public transit 

infrastructure and five additional overarching infrastructure areas (social infrastructure, green 

infrastructure, trade and transportation infrastructure, and rural and northern communities 

infrastructure), much of it at the municipal level (Infrastructure Canada, 2017).  

Over the period covered by this research, however, there is little doubt that access to  

revenue for public transit investment in Ottawa was considerably lacking overall. As outlined by 

a city Senior Transportation Planner, this has contributed to a trend whereby investment in major 

public transit projects generally happens only when the city is able to secure funding from 

provincial and/or federal levels. In consequence, there has been a continuing emphasis on auto-

oriented road upgrades (being cheaper to implement in the short term), contributing to the 

development of an ever-expanding road network with only occasional investment in major transit 

projects. 

Ottawa’s history with respect to the funding of public transit projects supports this 

position. The major existing public transit infrastructure, the Transitway, was opened in stages 

between 1983 and 1996 with continuing 75 per cent financial support for capital expenditures by 
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the Ontario Government (OC Transpo, 2000). Subsequently, the only major public transit 

projects implemented have been the Trillium Line (8 km light rail) and the Confederation Line 

(12.5km of light rail - being built at the time of writing). While the former was funded entirely 

with municipal revenue (Transport Canada, 2010), thanks to the rail line existing already it was a 

relatively inexpensive project at $21 million in capital costs. For the Confederation Line, major 

funding was required from both federal and provincial governments ($600 million each) 

(Jackson, 2016). 

Furthermore, even when funding is offered, the resulting need for cooperation from 

several levels of government in order to proceed with a major project imposes additional 

challenges that may delay investment. For example, according to interview commentary by a 

former city councillor and as documented by Hilton and Stoney (2007 : 12-13), an important 

factor in the decision to cancel a major proposed light rail project in 2006 (referred to as the 

north-south line) was the federal government wavering on its previous $200 million commitment 

for the project. Just before the 2006 municipal election, John Baird, then the federal Treasury 

Board president, questioned the accuracy of the cost estimates and required that the new council 

review and vote once more on the project. Ultimately, this delay appears to have contributed to 

the project’s cancellation. Subsequently, it took until 2015 to develop, approve and begin 

construction of the project’s replacement, the Confederation Line. The requirement for 

cooperation between multiple levels of government to secure public transit funding thus 

contributed to a major delay in investment.  

2. The urban vs. suburban/rural AT divide. 

Participant commentary highlighted the existence of an urban vs. suburban/rural split in 

public and political support for AT, with AT-related efforts strongly supported by inner city 
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councillors and their constituencies, and frequently opposed by rural and suburban ones. 

Exemplifying this perspective was the director of a local environmental organization who 

estimated only about 6 councillors (all representing ridings in Ottawa’s central area), out of a 

total of 23, could be considered firmly pro-AT. 

Furthermore, according to Gordon and Shirokoff (2014) existing travel habits also 

suggest the strong likelihood of AT having significantly less support in outlying areas. Over three 

quarters of what is now Ottawa’s (Ottawa-Gatineau CMA) population live in neighborhoods 

dominated by automobile-oriented travel choices (Gordon et Shirokoff, 2014 : 28). Gordon and 

Shirokoff’s map (Gordon et Shirokoff, 2014 : Appendix C) of the region shows the active core 

(where walking and cycling rates are high), as occupying Ottawa’s central area with the transit 

suburbs (featuring high levels of public transit use) radiating intermittently outwards from the 

centre. Finally, the auto suburbs (where almost all people commute by automobile) occupy the 

remaining and generally more outlying areas. Considering that the findings reflect existing travel 

preferences, Gordon and Shirokoff’s research lends strength to the suggestion that political 

support in favour of AT is likely much stronger in central as opposed to suburban and rural areas. 

Bearing the above in mind, the fact that Ottawa’s political system features representation 

by geographic area (as opposed to, for example, according to political parties) is a specific 

contributing factor to the adversarial climate with respect to AT promotion.  As discussed with a 

local journalist, a noteworthy example was the political struggle (ultimately successful) to build 

protected bicycle lanes as part of the recent refurbishment of Main Street – a major arterial road. 

While both local constituents and city employees favoured this project, some councillors of 

neighbouring wards (with many of their constituents using this road for car commuting) strongly 
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objected (Mueller, 2013). One councillor argued that this (and any future similar arrangements) 

would reduce convenience for drivers.  

This issue was exacerbated by Ottawa’s 2001 amalgamation, when the old City of Ottawa 

and its 10 neighbouring municipalities were merged. Owing to the now larger number of wards 

occupying primarily suburban and rural areas, the city’s generally auto-oriented constituencies 

hold particular political weight. A representative of a local AT-oriented non-governmental 

organization outlined his understanding, for example, of how amalgamation led to stagnation in 

AT promotion at the municipal level. “Our political reality here is post-amalgamation….. prior to 

2000…you had the City of Ottawa obviously light years ahead in walkability compared with the 

other municipalities in the area...and the other leader at the time was the regional government 

….Apparently that [sic] core (implying coordinated AT promotion efforts) with the City of 

Ottawa and the regional level was lost… some would say that when it came to active 

transportation, you had more the suburbs taking over”.   

Conclusion 

This paper identified two noteworthy relatively stable parameters as constituting political 

obstacles to the promotion of AT in Ottawa: the city’s North American sociocultural context and 

its political system. Relating to the city’s North American sociocultural context were obstacles 

including its auto-friendly urban form, the susceptibility of planning to the influence of the 

development industry, and the entrenched tradition of auto-oriented transportation planning. 

Meanwhile, Ottawa’s political system was found to have contributed to frequent revenue 

shortages for public transit investment and the development of a city that, in terms of population 

and political representation is dominated by automobile-oriented political wards. 
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Viewed from the perspective of attempting to promote health in urban settings, these 

findings suggest that in jurisdictions subject to obstacles similar to those identified for AT 

promotion in Ottawa, advocates should be encouraged to direct their efforts to areas that might 

often be neglected. As already noted, the ACF would suggest that relatively stable parameters are 

rarely targeted by policy participants as a result of their strong resistance to change. At least in 

the context of efforts to promote AT in Ottawa, there would appear to be strong reasons for 

advocates to attempt to address particular challenges that such parameters impose. First, 

conceding that some factors of this type may be not highly amenable to change, it is worth 

understanding them. For example, this paper identified a lack of municipal revenue as being an 

important challenge to AT promotion. While recognizing that municipalities have limited scope 

to significantly increase their own-source revenues, efforts to convince higher levels of 

government of the need to provide municipalities with consistent funding for this purpose may 

still be worthwhile.   

Second, particular challenges related to background level factors may be at least 

somewhat amenable to change. For example, regarding automobile-oriented transportation 

planning, it would appear possible for AT advocates to assist in bringing about AT-favourable 

developments. Documentary evidence and participant commentary suggested that the general 

orientation within the transportation planning profession is presently growing more AT-friendly, 

indicating further potential scope for change in response to dedicated AT advocacy.   

Third, while relatively stable parameters may indeed be resistant to change, in the case of 

AT in a city like Ottawa, failure to address their related challenges appears likely to result in 

severely limited prospects for progress with AT. When one considers the degree of difficulty 

experienced to date, it is difficult to imagine a scenario in which AT rates would dramatically 
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increase without at least some of the related obstacles having been explicitly addressed. This 

paper notes, for example, the strong negative effect of Ottawa’s auto-oriented pattern of land use 

on the feasibility of increasing AT rates. If this were accepted as unchangeable, prospects for AT 

success would remain severely limited. On the other hand, if advocacy contributes to the 

implementation of a fundamentally different approach to land use planning, the potential for AT 

success will grow. 

Finally, this paper suggests possibilities for future research. It must be acknowledged that 

a case study of one North American city has limited generalizability. Accordingly, further studies 

which apply political theory to long-term AT promotion efforts or similar urban health-related 

challenges in a variety of jurisdictions would be worthwhile. Furthermore, from a theoretical 

perspective, the ACF’s characterization of relatively stable parameters being rarely targeted by 

advocates deserves further consideration. While it is realistic to assume that factors belonging to 

this category are infrequently the subject of advocacy efforts in practice, this paper would 

suggest that in some cases, advocates would be wise to address them. Studies investigating 

further cases where relatively stable parameters have played important roles in determining the 

scope for success of advocacy efforts or which document efforts to address related challenges are 

therefore also warranted.  
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Chapter 6:  Active Transportation Promotion: Easier in a European City, but Why?  

Note:  

• This manuscript was prepared for submission to the journal Health Behavior and Policy 

Review. https://parisscholarpublishing.org/  

Abstract 

This comparative case study examined political factors that might explain the notably 

different active transportation (i.e., walking, cycling, and public transit use) rates achieved in 

Helsinki, Finland (a leading European city) and Ottawa, Canada (a leading North American city, 

but which performs weakly in comparison with Helsinki).  

Applying the Advocacy Coalition Framework - a policy process theory - individual 

interviews were conducted with 47 active transportation experts from the two cities. Document 

review was employed as a secondary method. Differences stemming from the ACF category of 

relatively stable parameters (i.e., stable background-level factors) including land use, 

transportation planning traditions, and political systems were identified as likely important in 

explaining to the discrepancy in AT rates.  

Introduction 

The promotion of active transportation (AT - walking, cycling and public transit use)1 is 

strongly supported by health organizations for its potential benefits in areas including physical 

activity, air quality and traffic safety (Dora, Hosking, Mudu, & Fletcher, 2011; Edwards & 

Tsouros, 2006; International Society for Physical Activity and Health, 2011). Physical inactivity 

                                                 
 

1 This definition includes public transit use as well as walking and cycling based on the fact that users of public transit 
normally walk in connection with transit use. The Public Health Agency of Canada considers AT similarly (Public Health Agency of 
Canada, 2014). 
 

https://parisscholarpublishing.org/
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contributes to conditions including cardiovascular disease, obesity, and diabetes (Cavill, 

Kahlmeier, & Racioppi, 2006) and is the world’s fourth leading risk factor for mortality (World 

Health Organization, 2016). Air pollution, meanwhile, contributes to cardiovascular disease as 

well as cancer and respiratory conditions (World Health Organization, 2014). Furthermore, the 

development of secure environments for AT can create substantial safety improvements for non-

motorized users (Pucher & Dijkstra, 2003).   

As will be discussed, it may be reasonably assumed that overall, AT performance (i.e., as 

measured in terms of AT modal split2, meaning the total percentage of trips completed by AT for 

transportation) is strongly related to the degree of governmental commitment to public policies 

designed to support AT. Examples of such policies include investment in infrastructure and 

services such as traffic calming, sidewalks, dedicated bicycle facilities, and public transit, as well 

as ones designed to discourage automobile use (e.g., increased fuel charges and decreased 

parking availability). Furthermore, the development of more compact communities featuring 

mixed land uses that result in shorter distances between amenities is a critical example of policy 

that is favourable to AT.  

Some jurisdictions display remarkable success when measured according to AT modal 

splits. European cities such as London, Paris, and Helsinki all have AT modal splits of more than 

75 per cent (European Platform on Mobility Management, 2016). North American cities,  

  

                                                 
 

2 According to its definition by Transportation-Dictionary.org (http://www.transportation-dictionary.org/Modal_Split) and 
employed by the European Platform on Mobility Management (EPOMM). (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.b). As 
modal split data are typically collected via surveys, there is no way to ensure direct comparability from city to city given differences in 
survey methods. Research by EPOMM indicates that despite differences in survey methods, modal split data are “relatively well 
comparable” (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.b) between cities in different countries.  
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however, rarely achieve AT modal splits of even 30 per cent (Statistics Canada, 2011, Table 1.a; 

U.S. Department of Transportation, 2015). While it has been convincingly demonstrated that 

North American jurisdictions have generally made less strong governmental commitment to 

policies designed to support AT than leading European ones (Pucher and Buehler 2008, Pucher, 

1988) it is not clear why this is the case.  

In light of the above, this investigation consisted of a comparative case study examining 

the role of political factors in explaining the varying levels of governmental commitment to AT-

supportive policies and corresponding success AT rates in two cities from Europe and North 

America: Helsinki, Finland and Ottawa, Canada3 between the late 1960s and today. Briefly, 

while Ottawa is among the top-performing North American cities for AT, with 28.5 per cent of 

people using AT for daily trips (City of Ottawa, 2013, p. 17), its success is weak relative to the 

77 per cent achieved in Helsinki (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a). This 

sizable difference is striking given that the cities share numerous potentially important AT-

related challenges (to be discussed in further detail below) including low population densities, 

high driving rates in their respective countries, and cold winter climates. Helsinki, however, 

displays evidence of much stronger long-term governmental commitment to the promotion of AT 

than Ottawa when considered, for example, in terms of investment in AT infrastructure such as 

public transit, bicycle and walking facilities.  

The research question was: What factors related to politics might help to explain why 

Helsinki was able to prioritize the promotion of AT to a much higher degree than Ottawa over the 

long term? In order to explore this question, this investigation applied the Advocacy Coalition 

                                                 
 

3 This article compares the results from individual case studies concerning political factors and AT promotion in Ottawa and 
Helsinki respectively. In consequence, some of the information presented here is also discussed in Saidla (2017a) and Saidla (2017b). 
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Framework (ACF) – a policy process theory from political science– through a series of focused 

interviews supported by the review of documents. Following a description of the research 

methods, including an overview of the theoretical framework and case selection, the results are 

presented in two parts. First, a summary of long-term AT advocacy efforts in each city is 

provided. Second, the paper presents the findings related to the ACF category of relatively stable 

parameters, where particularly noteworthy differences between the two cities were observed. 

Overall conclusions and implications for efforts to promote AT and similar healthy urban policies 

in challenging political environments are then discussed.   

Methods 

Theoretical framework: The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF). 

The ACF (Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier, 1994; Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, Weible, & 

Sabatier, 2014; Sabatier, 1988; Weible & Sabatier, 2007) was selected as the theoretical 

framework for this research based mainly on its suggested usefulness for the political 

examination of health promotion challenges (Exworthy, 2008; Fafard, 2008; Gagnon, Turgeon, & 

Dallaire, 2007). Realistically, the policy making process includes numerous political factors 

external to the immediate policy environment (e.g., values, stakeholder interests, public opinion) 

(Fafard, 2008, 2015; Hawkins & Parkhurst, 2015). Health promotion efforts, meanwhile, may 

involve a particularly diverse set of actors given the large number of policy areas that may have 

either direct or indirect effects on health outcomes. The ACF, given its realistic incorporation of 

diverse sets of political factors and its emphasis on the involvement of actors from a wide range 

of fields, was considered particularly applicable for this research. Furthermore, the ACF has 

already been successfully applied in investigating several health-related policy areas (Breton, 

Richard, Gagnon, Jacques, & Bergeron, 2008; Kübler, 2001; Swigger & Heinmiller, 2014).   
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Figure 1: Basic version of the advocacy coalition framework (1988).  

 

 

Note: Reproduced from “An advocacy coalition theory of policy change and the role of policy-

oriented learning therein,” by P.A. Sabatier, Policy Sciences, 21, p. 132. Copyright by Kluwer 

Academic Publishers/Business. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Overall, the ACF considers policy decisions to reflect the values of whichever advocacy 

coalition holds the dominant position within a particular policy subsystem. Advocacy coalitions 

consist of actors from a wide range of organizations from both within and outside government. 
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Their members are considered to share similar policy core beliefs (beliefs related to policy 

objectives and affected by deeply held values) and to participate in a significant amount of 

coordinated and goal-oriented action. Policy subsystems, meanwhile, are defined by both 

substantive and geographic boundaries and may be informally described as policy areas (e.g., 

like municipal transportation policy in a given city) within which advocacy coalitions (often 

between one and four) (Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith, 1999) compete with each other.  

According to the ACF, the relative strengths of advocacy coalitions are affected by 

several categories of political factors. These include relatively stable parameters (stable, 

background-level factors such as sociocultural values and the constitutional structure), external 

events (i.e., major occurrences outside the policy subsystem that affect policy choices) and 

advocacy coalition resources such as money, public opinion, and skilful leadership.  

Finally, the ACF includes two categories of policy change. Major policy change is 

considered to involve subsystem-wide alterations in policy at the level of policy core beliefs and 

is described as infrequent. Minor policy change happens more often and is less fundamental. It 

may concern, for example, more technical matters such as budget specifics and performance 

evaluations.  

The ACF can be applied in many ways in order to help understand policymaking 

challenges. For example, ACF-based research often involves detailed analyses related to 

particular aspects of the theory such as factors explaining change and stability in coalition 

membership over time (Jenkins-Smith, St. Clair, & Woods, 1991; Zafonte & Sabatier, 2004). 

Here, following guidance from Weible and Sabatier (2007) concerning practical application of 

the ACF, it was employed as a framework for the development of contextual understanding and 

the identification of noteworthy factors related to politics connected with the long-term 
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promotion of AT in Helsinki and Ottawa. As will be outlined with respect to methodology, the 

ACF’s concepts and categories of political factors (e.g., relatively stable parameters, external 

events, advocacy coalitions) served in this study as the basis for identifying the most significant 

political challenges and enablers for the promotion of AT in Helsinki and Ottawa. 

Case selection. 

The selection of Helsinki and Ottawa was based on the desire to compare a North 

American city with a high rate of AT (by North American standards) with a European city 

constituting an international AT leader. Furthermore, as will be discussed, this choice was made 

in consideration of the reasonable comparability of the two cities with respect to an identified list 

of characteristics often considered potentially important in affecting AT rates. Their selection 

thus facilitated the exploration of the possible role of different political contexts in explaining 

varying AT rates.  

Ottawa, described as one of the least car-oriented cities in the English speaking world 

(Mees, 2010, p. 113) has the highest AT modal split (31 per cent), among Canadian census 

metropolitan areas (CMAs) (Statistics Canada, 2011, Table 1.a) (Ontario side, Ottawa-Gatineau 

CMA .) As measured at the city-level, Ottawa’s AT modal split is 28.5 per cent (City of Ottawa, 

2013, p. 17). In the United States, only four of 383 metropolitan statistical areas have AT modal 

splits of more than 25 per cent (U.S. Department of Transportation, 2015). The city is thus a  

North American AT leader. The City of Helsinki meanwhile, has an AT modal split of 77 per  
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cent4, making it one of only four cities with a population of more than 500 000 in the European 

Platform on Mobility Management’s database (484 cities overall) (European Platform on 

Mobility Management, n.d.a) with AT modal splits of over 75 per cent. This leaves no doubt as to 

Helsinki’s status as an international AT leader. The large difference in AT modal splits between 

the two cities may be considered somewhat surprising given that preliminary research 

demonstrated the two cities to be reasonably comparable with respect to a series of 

characteristics (see Table 1) that, based on a review of AT-focused literature5, may be considered 

potentially important with respect to AT performance.  

  

                                                 
 

4 If one includes Helsinki’s major suburbs of Espoo and Vantaa, the AT modal split is roughly 65 per cent (calculated based on 
EPOMM data, (EPOMM 2016)). While this lower figure is arguably more representative for the purposes of comparison with Ottawa (given that 
the City of Ottawa’s official boundaries include its major suburbs while Helsinki’s do not), it is still more than double Ottawa’s, making 
Helsinki’s overall superior AT performance clear. 

5 While space precludes a discussion of the relevant literature, the following is a selection of the sources considered: 
-For population density (J. Pucher & Buehler, 2006; Toronto Center for Active Transportation, 2010), 
-For total population (A. Pucher, Komanoff, & Schimek, 1999; Toronto Center for Active Transportation, 2010), 
-For car ownership (Black & Nijkamp, 2002; J. Pucher & Buehler, 2006; Toronto Center for Active Transportation, 2010),  
-For climate (Saneinejad, Roorda, & Kennedy, 2012),  
-For topography (Cervero & Duncan, 2003). 
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Table 1: Helsinki and Ottawa: AT-related characteristics, governmental commitment, and 

performance  

 Helsinki (Finland) Ottawa (Canada) 
AT-related characteristics   
Total population 628, 208 (city) 

1.4 million (region) 
934, 243 (city) 
1.3 million (region) 

Urban population density* 

*referring to the population density of 
the continuously built up land mass of 
urban development within a 
metropolitan region or area 
 

1, 800 people per square kilometre 1, 900 people per square kilometre 

Climate Humid continental 
Average snow accumulation at peak:  
30 cm (March 15) 

Humid continental 
Average snow accumulation at peak:   
27.9 cm (February 9) 

Topography Difference between highest and lowest 
points: ~70m 

Difference between highest and lowest 
points: ~85m 

Car ownership 572 per 1000 people (Finland) 
404 per 1000 people (Helsinki) 

456 per 1000 people (Canada) 
551 per 1000 people (Ottawa) 

Governmental commitment to AT   
AT infrastructure Metro and light rail km: 271 km 

Tram km: 97 km 
Dedicated busway: 0 km 
Traditional bus system: 100 + routes 
Multi-use path km: 3, 000km 
Pedestrianized streets: 87.5 km 

Metro and light rail km: 8 km 
Tram km: 0 km 
Dedicated busway: 37.6 km 
Traditional bus system: 145 routes 
Multi-use path km: 600 km 
Pedestrianized streets: 1 km 

AT performance   
AT modal split* 

*given that the City of Ottawa’s official 
boundaries include its major suburbs 
while Helsinki’s do not, it is arguably 
more representative to compare 
Helsinki’s regional modal split with 
Ottawa’s city-level modal split. 
Accordingly, both figures are provided 
for Helsinki.  
 

77 per cent (city) 
65 per cent (region) 

28.5 per cent (city) 

 

Note: Data for urban population density from Demographia (2017, p. 4), for population from 

City of Helsinki Urban Facts (2016), HelsinkiRegion.fi (2017) and City of Ottawa (2017), for car 

ownership from Burgess et al. (2015), for climate from Weatherspark (2013a; 2013b) and the 

Finnish Meteorological Institute (2014), and for topography from topographic-map.com. Sources 

for all additional information are noted within the text below. 
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Helsinki, however, displays a much higher level of commitment to policies and 

investment favourable to AT than Ottawa. Helsinki’s internationally recognized public transit 

system, including a dense array of metro and commuter trains, trams and buses, has repeatedly 

performed very strongly in international surveys of customer satisfaction (Leite & Aftret-Sandal, 

2016). In total, there are 97 km of track for trams, 21 km of metro track (with a further 14 km 

under construction) (Helsinki Urban Facts office, personal communication, April 26, 2017) and 

roughly 250 km of rail with commuter services connecting the airport, suburbs, and outlying 

municipalities to the city centre (HSL Helsinki Regional Transport Authority, personal 

communication, May 5, 2017).  Concerning both walking and cycling, the “cycle path” network 

(i.e., shared facilities for cycling and walking, also known as multi-use paths) stretches over 1, 

200 km in the City of Helsinki (Helsinki City Planning Department, 2015, p. 12) and 

approximately 3, 000 km in the greater metropolitan region (Helsinki Regional Transport 

Authority, n.d.). Finally, there is a total of 87.5 km of pedestrian only streets in Helsinki (City of 

Helsinki Public Works department, personal communication, April 26, 2017) 

While Ottawa’s public transit network is recognized as successful within a North 

American context (Cervero, 1998; Mees, 2010, p. 116), it is nowhere near as extensive as 

Helsinki’s. Currently (acknowledging that a 12.5 km light rail line is under construction), 

Ottawa’s network consists of a bus rapid transit system with a unidirectional length of 37.6 km, a 

traditional bus system, and a light rail line of 8 km (OC Transpo, personal communication, May 

2017). Meanwhile, with respect to walking and cycling, Ottawa offers much less than Helsinki in 

terms of dedicated facilities. For example, the City of Ottawa’s multi-use path network (435 km) 

is a little more than one third the length of the City of Helsinki’s (City of Ottawa., 2015) while 

there are about 600 km of multi-use paths in the wider region (National Capital Commission, 
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n.d.). Finally, the only pedestrianized street in Ottawa is the Sparks Street pedestrian mall (about 

1km in length) (City of Ottawa, personal communication, May 18, 2017). 

Data collection and analysis. 

The primary research method was the focused interview (Yin, 1994). In this format the 

interview, while conversational, is structured by a set of specific questions. This method offered 

the potential of generating data relevant to the specified research area while simultaneously 

assisting in the gathering of unanticipated yet pertinent information. Individual interviews (1 to 3 

hours in length) were conducted with a total of 47 people considered to be experts in the AT 

policy process in Ottawa (24 people) and Helsinki (23 people) between October, 2014 and July, 

2016. Following initial interviews with pre-identified AT experts in each city, subsequent 

participants were identified via a process of chain referral (Tansey, 2007). Those interviewed in 

both cities included, for example, municipal government employees engaged in functions related 

to transportation and urban planning, municipal council members, civil servants from higher 

levels of government, and actors from non-governmental organizations involved in AT 

promotion. Overall, the time period for which the participant commentary may be considered 

relevant was roughly 1965 to 2015. Ethics approval for the interview procedure was granted by 

the University of Ottawa Health and Science Ethics Review Board, with all participants being 

required to provide informed consent.  

The questions of the interview guide were specifically designed to investigate pre-

identified categories derived mainly from the ACF including, for example, advocacy coalition 

identification and characteristics, relatively stable parameters, and external events. Examples of 

interview questions include “Who do you believe were the main actors and organizations that 

supported the prioritization of AT in your city?” and “Can you please name and discuss any 
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background-level factors like geography, sociocultural values, social structure, or the 

political/constitutional structure that you think have particularly affected the ability (either 

positively or negatively) to promote AT in Ottawa/Helsinki?”  

Each interview was recorded by audio and with handwritten notes. Analysis began with 

the preparation of summaries of each interview in which the major points expressed by 

participants were categorized on the basis of the pre-identified categories described above. Each 

participant was sent a copy of the summary for review and comment. The summaries were then 

reviewed together on a category-by-category basis, grouping the major statements of all 

interview participants within each one. Finally, data-derived sub-categories were identified. 

In order to verify the interview findings, obtain necessary background information and 

fill noteworthy research gaps, more than 200 documents were gathered and classified according 

to the same ACF-derived categories explored in the interviews. Examples of the documents 

(obtained via internet and archival research as well as via recommendations from interview 

participants), included planning documents, statistical publications, policy papers, newspaper 

articles, web pages, books, and advocacy material. Together, the interview and document review 

processes were designed to serve as a form of data triangulation. Taking the balance of all the 

evidence into consideration, the findings for each city were then compared with each other on a 

category by category and overall basis. 

Overall, the category that displayed the most striking differences between Helsinki and 

Ottawa was that of relatively stable parameters. As will be discussed, findings related to this 

category helped most strongly to explain the noted differences in the strength of policy-related 

commitment to AT and are thus the main focus of this article. In order to provide relevant 

context, an ACF-informed overview of long term advocacy efforts in both cities is provided first. 
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Results 

Overview: AT advocacy in Helsinki and Ottawa, 1970-2015. 

Similarities in external events and AT momentum. 

By the late 1960s, the rapid increase in car ownership and driving in both cities motivated 

major consideration of how and to what degree it should be accommodated. Automobile use was 

much lower in Helsinki than in Ottawa at the time (e.g., public transit trips strongly outnumbered 

automobile trips in Helsinki (Salmivaara, 1981), while the reverse was true in Ottawa (Al-

Dubikhi & Mees, 2010)). Each city, however, completed major transportation studies and plans 

in the late 1960s, with the resulting auto-oriented proposals (De Leuw, Cather & Company of 

Canada, 1965; Hammer, 1969; Klinge & Kolbe, 2007, p. 120-121) including extensive 

expressway networks in both cases. Strong public resistance ensued, with both cities ultimately 

rejecting them and choosing instead to adopt explicitly pro-public transit strategies (Klinge & 

Kolbe, 2007, p. 212; Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1976). Similar external events 

serving as contributing factors to these major policy changes were identified in both cities as 

follows: 1.) the rapid growth in automobile traffic; 2.) the rise of urban protest groups (e.g., anti-

urban renewal, pro-AT); 3) the 1973 oil crisis, and; 4.)  favourable decisions from higher levels 

of government (i.e., in Ottawa, the beginning of substantial ongoing funding for public transit 

from the Government of Ontario, and in Helsinki President Kekkonen’s call for improved road 

safety nation-wide and the establishment of a parliamentary public transport committee).  

Following substantial progress in the 1970s, AT promotion in both cities struggled to 

some extent in the 1980s and 1990s. According to the Helsinki Urban Facts Office (2004), the 

1980s were a period of “great motorisation” (p. 26) in Finland as a whole.  Furthermore, in 

Helsinki, with the exception of a period of economic recession during the early 1990s, numbers 
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of vehicles (p. 26-27) and traffic (p. 35-37) both grew significantly and “the rapid growth in the 

vehicle stock in the 1980s increased motoring and reduced the share of public transport” (p. 43). 

In Ottawa, the ambition to pursue a “transit-first” agenda was explicitly abandoned with the 

regional plan of 1988 (Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1989). The overall loss of 

momentum for AT promotion during this period appears attributable to expanding urban sprawl 

(Gordon, 2015 : 290), the increased affordability of cars (Lake, 1995 : 9-10), and the declining 

availability of funds for public transit as a result of an economic recession and reduced 

provincial subsidies (Mees, 2010, p. 115).  

Momentum in favour of AT recovered and grew substantially in both cities from about 

2005 onward. Helsinki, now arguably undergoing major policy change once again, is aiming for 

the virtual elimination of the need for private car ownership (Greenfield, 2016). This is being 

pursued through a suite of measures including intensification (Helsinki City Planning 

Department General Planning Unit, 2013) and major extensions to its public transit (Helsinki 

Regional Transport Authority, 2016; Länsimetro, 2016) and cycling networks (Helsinki City 

Planning Department, 2015). Finally, the city is experimenting with the concept of mobility as a 

service (in which instead of owning cars, people subscribe to mobility brokers to coordinate their 

travel via a variety of modes) (Heikkila, 2014). Ottawa, meanwhile, is building the first stage of 

a substantial light rail network (at a cost of $3 billion), has increased policy-level and financial 

commitment to walking and cycling infrastructure substantially (City of Ottawa, personal 

communications, April 21, 2016; City of Ottawa Transportation Services Department, 2017, slide 

3)  has adopted a Complete Streets policy (which stipulates that the needs of all road users be 

taken into consideration in the design for new and rebuilt streets) (City of Ottawa, 2013b, p. 64-
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67) and has exceeded recently implemented intensification targets (City of Ottawa Planning and 

Growth Management Research and Forecasting Unit, 2016, p. 11).  

In Helsinki, external events identified as facilitating this pro-AT shift included growing 

climate change awareness, generational values changes (e.g., less interest in driving among 

young adults), and the arrival of mobile technology and social media that made driving less 

necessary and facilitated the marketing of AT. In Ottawa, identified AT-favourable external 

events included the acceptance of the need to address climate change, as well as the renewed 

availability of funding from higher levels of government and population growth necessitating 

efficient transportation solutions. 

Differences in the strength of advocacy. 

Over the course of the developments described above, the organizations identified as 

constituting the most important contributors to pro-AT advocacy in each city (See Table 2 for a 

list of the most prominently identifiable organizations) included municipal (and regional-

municipal) transportation and planning departments, municipal councillors (in Ottawa coming 

mainly from central areas, and in Helsinki mainly representing left-of-centre political parties), 

the regional public transportation authorities, and advocacy organizations concerned with 

walking, cycling, and public transit. In addition to these types of organizations, Ottawa’s pro-AT 

efforts included significant representation by local neighbourhood associations and a variety of 

groups connected with environmental causes. Meanwhile, organizations and actors representing 

obstacles to the promotion of AT in both cities (See Table 3) included particular city councillors 

(more numerous in Ottawa), business and development interests (considerably stronger in 

Ottawa than in Helsinki), and a portion of civil servants in traffic operations functions.  
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Table 2: Pro-AT organizations/actors (prominently identifiable) 

HELSINKI OTTAWA 

Helsinki City Planning Department Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton (RMOC)-
particular employees 

Helsinki Regional Transport Authority (and predecessor 
organizations) 

City of Ottawa-particular employees 

Green Party (municipal political party) National Capital Commission (NCC) (federal government 
agency responsible for Ottawa as the nation`s capital)-
particular employees 

Social Democratic Party (municipal political party) OC Transpo (regional transport authority)  

Enemmistö (“Majority” - a pro-AT nongovernmental 
organization) 

Central area community associations 

Helsinki Cyclists’Association Central area councillors 

 Federation of Citizens Associations of Ottawa-Carleton 

 Transport Action Canada (formerly Transport 2000 – public 
transit advocacy organization) 

 Ottawalk (pedestrians`advocacy organization) 

 Environmental and social NGOs (e.g., Ecology Ottawa, 
Envirocentre, Ottawa Centre Ecodistrict, the Healthy Active 
Transportation Coalition, Active Safe Routes to School) 

 

Table 3: Obstacles to AT: organizations/actors (prominently identifiable) 

HELSINKI OTTAWA 

Autoliito (car drivers’ association of Finland) Property development industry 

Helsinki Chamber of Commerce City councillors  - primarily from suburban/rural wards 

National Coalition Party (municipal political party) Individual vocal, auto-oriented citizens 

Particular city councillors (various political parties) Business improvement associations 

 City of Ottawa operations employees 

 

Overall, the interview data suggested that pro-AT actors in each city shared similar policy 

core beliefs, valuing the promotion of AT most strongly for its potential to help in maintaining 

and creating a generally more livable city (e.g., featuring aesthetic appeal, a high level of safety, 

opportunities for healthy living, and efficient mobility) followed by its importance with respect 

to environmental protection. 
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While the actors involved in AT advocacy may thus be considered similar, AT efforts in 

Helsinki were stronger overall, displaying a noteworthy level of long-term coordination in the 

pursuit of the generally shared goal of reducing automobile traffic that was not similarly 

observed in Ottawa. Municipal transportation policy in Helsinki appears to have been dominated 

over the long term by a coalition of actors that favoured the promotion of AT, most strongly on 

the basis of the abovementioned concern for the maintenance of livability. With respect to 

coordination, for example, it is noteworthy that several actors who were members of the 

influential AT advocacy group Enemmistö (“Majority” – signifying the non-car driving majority 

of Helsinki residents and founded in the late 1960s) occupied influential positions in municipal 

politics and government.  As confirmed directly by interview participants and by documentary 

evidence (Helsinki City Planning Department, 1985; Helsinki City Planning Department, 1994) 

at least two one-time Enemmistö members were elected to Helsinki’s city council and served as 

long-term appointees to the Municipal Planning Board – the body tasked with reviewing major 

transportation and planning decisions. Another (described by a participant as “Helsinki’s king of 

cycling”) worked for the Helsinki City Planning department in cycling-related roles from the 

1970s until the late 2000s. This same individual was the key actor in the founding of numerous 

cycling advocacy organizations at national and municipal levels, including, for example, the 

Helsinki Cyclists’ Association.  

In Ottawa, despite determined efforts by a variety of pro-AT actors, advocates never 

managed to establish a position of dominant overall strength within a generally auto-oriented 

municipal transportation policy environment. Overall, joint, long-term commitment by the 

diverse advocates (for walking, cycling, and public transit) to a mutually understood and 

overarching goal (e.g., overall reduction of automobile use) was not clearly identifiable.  For 
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example, significant nongovernmental advocacy specifically favouring the promotion of 

practical cycling and walking did not appear to have materialized before the late 1980s. When 

this did emerge, it was in the form of distinct organizations (e.g., Citizens for Safe Cycling, 

Ottawalk) with relatively small memberships. In many cases, these efforts were also relatively-

short-lived. Citizens for Safe Cycling (CFSC), constituting the most prominent AT advocacy 

organization in Ottawa when considered over the long term, was founded only in 1984 (some 16 

years after Helsinki’s Enemmistö) and recently reached its highest membership ever, with about 

375 members (while Enemmistö’s peak was 4000) (R. Larjavaara, personal communication, 

March 12, 2016) With respect to walking, long-time Ottawa pedestrian advocate Chris Bradshaw 

explained that the first significant pedestrian advocacy organization, Ottawalk, was founded in 

1988 and grew to a maximum of about 200 members before disbanding in about 2000. Mr. 

Bradshaw discussed several additional pedestrian-related advocacy groups and advisory 

committees (both governmental and nongovernmental) most of which either eventually 

disbanded or became largely inactive. Over the long term, the efforts made by pro-AT actors in 

Ottawa appear to have concentrated mainly on improving conditions for walking, cycling, and 

public transit individually, rather than contributing to an identifiable overarching attempt to 

increase overall AT rates. Reflective of this situation today, for example, are the generally mode-

specific mandates of some of Ottawa’s AT-focused organizations including CFSC 

(http://www.bikeottawa.ca), Walk Ottawa (www.walkottawa.ca) and Transport Action Canada 

(https://www.transportaction.ca). 

Finally, AT-related advocacy groups and actors do not appear to have been as successful 

as advocates in Helsinki with respect to strategic coordination. For example, when asked to 

comment on the degree to which AT advocacy actors collaborate with each other with respect to 
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efforts to influence public policy, a representative of a local environmentally-oriented 

nongovernmental organization responded: “Mostly people work in silos” and later, “I don’t even 

know who the players are on pedestrian issues…and I don’t think bus users…they don’t really 

have an organization as a champion there”. Similarly,  a senior official with Ottawa Public 

Health, in commenting on the degree to which pro-AT actors in Ottawa coordinated their 

activities, said “There’s no collective”, and later “We’ve got a really progressive cycling 

community, but there’s kind of a split between active transportation (author’s note: implying 

practical cycling) and leisure, and the same with walking…we’ve got walking clubs…but that’s 

mostly leisure walking” and finally, with respect to AT advocacy efforts overall,  “they’re not 

coordinated”. 

Main findings: Differences in relatively stable parameters help to explain varying 

AT success. 

A major part of the explanation for the contrasting levels of AT success appears to reflect 

differences connected with the ACF category of relatively stable parameters. The latter pertain to 

the overarching societal context that affects (and may also be affected by) the policy process 

(Weible & Sabatier, 2007, p. 193). They include (but are not limited to (Jenkins-Smith, 

Nohrstedt, Weible, & Sabatier, 2014)) 1) basic attributes of the problem area; 2) basic 

distribution of natural resources; 3) fundamental sociocultural values and social structure, and 4) 

basic constitutional structure (Weible & Sabatier, 2007, p. 193). Generally, they are important 

because they “structure the nature of the problem, constrain the resources available to policy 

participants, establish the rules for changing policy and reaching collective decisions, and 

broadly frame the values that inform policymaking” (Weible & Sabatier, 2007, p. 125).  
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This investigation suggests that challenges stemming from relatively stable parameters 

connected with land use, transportation planning traditions and political systems strongly 

contributed to a much more favourable overall environment for the promotion of AT in Helsinki 

than in Ottawa. Within the context of the resulting and markedly differing municipal 

transportation policy environments, it is not surprising that long term AT advocacy efforts proved 

stronger and more successful in Helsinki than in Ottawa. 

1. Land use 

Participant commentary regarding Helsinki pointed to four specific background-level 

factors that appear to have contributed to the development of a well-organized urban structure 

conducive to the promotion of AT (in which for example, housing is strongly concentrated in the 

city’s most central areas and along public transit corridors). These factors were: 1) a strong 

tradition in directive city planning; 2) the City of Helsinki’s location on a peninsula; 3) The City 

of Helsinki’s ownership of more than 60 per cent of the land within its borders, and 4) 

apartments being by far the most common type of dwelling. 

A longstanding tradition in strong planning principles dating from the early 19th century 

(D. Gordon, 2006; Hietala, Helminen, & Lahtinen, 2009) was mentioned by several participants 

as common to Finland and the Nordic countries (Iceland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden) more 

broadly and advantageous with respect to the promotion of AT. In particular, participants 

discussed how it had been generally accepted practice for housing and transportation systems to 

be carefully planned to function efficiently together. For example, in responding to the question 

of what motivated Helsinki’s obviously well-organized approach to urban and transportation 

planning, comments of a senior official of the Strategic Urban Planning Division of the Helsinki 

City Planning Department included: “A lot has to do with the planning ideology, strong public 
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planning - that has something to do with the social democrats and the comprehensive ideals – we 

have to plan everything and the public sector is strong – the Nordic model”. In connection with 

the above, downtown Helsinki’s location on narrow peninsula was another factor described by 

numerous participants as having positive effects for city planning and AT as it imposed a natural 

and publicly understood limit on the degree to which automobile traffic could be accommodated. 

The fact that the City of Helsinki owns more than 60 per cent of the land within its 

borders was noted on multiple occasions by participants. In 1946 the national government 

annexed a very large amount of land surrounding what was then Helsinki, increasing its 

geographic size by five times and leaving the city in control of a very large quantity of 

undeveloped land (D. Gordon, 2006, p. 83). This gives the city considerable power related to 

urban planning, housing policy, and transportation. The City of Helsinki might be described as 

holding a monopoly over the planning process (Bramley et al., as cited in Knaap, 2007, p. 25) 

having maintained possession of a high percentage of this land through, among other policies, 

employing land lease arrangements with developers to retain ownership of  property developed 

for rent and price-controlled housing (Myntti, 2007, p. 12). This situation appears extremely 

positive for the development of AT as it allows the City of Helsinki strong influence over urban 

development.  

Finally, roughly 86 per cent of all dwellings in Helsinki are apartments (Tikkanen & 

Selander, 2014). Several participants noted this as being an important factor as it meant that less 

land was occupied on a per person basis than would otherwise have been the case. This made it 

easier to keep distances between housing, amenities (including public transit) and employment 

short, thereby facilitating the choice of AT. Apart from being the result of housing policies of the 

City of Helsinki itself (which has planned and constructed a great amount of real estate (City of 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 140 

Helsinki, 2016), the high number of apartments is also explained (Hietala et al., 2009, p. 41) as 

being related to the expense of heating in a cold climate and mortgage rules that made it difficult 

for most people to afford larger homes until the early 2000s. 

Overall, while the factors above did not prevent the development of a region with 

relatively low population density, they appear to have facilitated the creation of an urban 

structure that is nonetheless conducive to AT. Helsinki features, for example, numerous areas of 

high population density near the downtown area and concentrated along major transit routes as 

well as a large amount of green space organized in corridors that are frequently used for AT 

(Jaakola, 2012).  

In contrast with the situation in Helsinki, in Ottawa the city’s North American context 

appeared to create particular challenges for AT promotion related to land use. These included: 1) 

the city’s longstanding auto-oriented urban structure, and 2) the Ottawa planning environment’s 

susceptibility to development interests.   

First, participants made numerous comments relating to the overall challenges imposed 

for AT promotion by Ottawa’s location within generally car-oriented North America. For 

example, according to a professional planner “the advancing dream of the North American 

promise of, you know, it’s big, it’s wide open, there’s a lot of land…came with that sort of 

aspiration that in the end, ends up being counterproductive to the very promise because, if 

everybody chases the same thing, then we’re all stuck in traffic”. As is well documented (Filion, 

2010; Newman & Kenworthy, 1999, p. 31-33; Pucher & Lefèvre, 1996), cities in North America 

display a history of favouring sprawling, car-oriented development with low population densities 

and long distances between destinations. These conditions necessarily work against the use of 

non-motorized modes and the establishment of efficient public transit services.  
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With specific reference to Ottawa’s pattern of land use, participants noted, for example, 

the city’s low density sprawl and its good quality network of high-speed roads as impediments to 

the promotion of AT. According to a former City of Ottawa councillor, for example: “The major 

things working against it (referring to transit): The road system is actually pretty decent. I mean 

you can get around the city…anywhere except the Queensway (Ottawa’s major expressway) at 

rush hour”, and later, “Building facilities does not always make them come if the facilities do not 

represent a rational service alternative, because volumes are low, because people are too spread 

out.”   

The region’s first efforts to specifically encourage AT did not take place until the major 

public transit initiatives of the 1970s, while it is clear that Ottawa had already developed rapidly 

and in low-density fashion from the early 20th century onward. Furthermore, this pattern of 

development continued relatively unchecked until very recently. Between 1906 and 1991, 

Ottawa’s population grew from roughly 82, 000 to more than 600, 000.  During the same period 

the urban area expanded even more rapidly (from 1, 550 to 21, 900 hectares), leading to a 

decrease in the number of people per hectare of almost 50 per cent (from a peak of 56.7 in 1925 

to 27.8 in 1991) (Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton Planning Department, 1993).   

As highlighted in particular in an interview with a senior planner with the City of Ottawa 

and in his book (Miguelez, 2015), the development of Ottawa as a sprawled and auto-oriented 

city was encouraged by what was the city’s first widely-implemented master plan, completed by 

French architect Jacques Gréber in 1950 (Gréber, 1950). Briefly, this plan specifically called for 

low-density development and the separation of land uses, the removal of rail (both street cars and 

conventional rail) from central areas, and the establishment of a high quality road network 

(Miguelez, 2015).  
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Ultimately, the negative consequence of sprawl (including, but not limited to its effects 

on AT) were not subject to significant attention by regional authorities until the 1990s (City of 

Ottawa., 1991; Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1989; Regional Municipality of 

Ottawa-Carleton Planning Department, 1993; Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton., 1999). 

By that time, Ottawa’s population had already reached reached three quarters of what it is today 

(City of Ottawa, 2013a; Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton., 1999). The City of Ottawa 

did make a significant commitment to curbing the growth of sprawl starting in the early 2000s 

via the establishment and thus far successful pursuit of aggressive intensification targets (City of 

Ottawa, 2003, Section 2; City of Ottawa Planning and Growth Management Research and 

Forecasting Unit, 2016, p. 11).  

Acknowledging that changing a city’s overall urban structure is inevitably a long-term 

process, fundamental change to Ottawa’s generally sprawling and car-oriented environment 

cannot so far be considered to have taken place.  According to Gordon and Shirokoff (2014, p. 

28), the clear majority (77.5 per cent) of the Ottawa-Gatineau population (census metropolitan 

area – of which Ottawa makes up slightly more than 70 per cent of the population) live in 

geographically defined  auto suburbs and exurban areas characterized by low densities and the 

dominance of automobiles, with only the remaining 22.5 per cent living in transit suburbs or 

active cores where greater numbers of people use AT.  

As identified through participant commentary and document review, contributing to the 

problem of Ottawa’s auto-oriented nature was a planning environment apparently susceptible to 

the influence of the property and development industry. Roughly one quarter of participants 

made remarks suggesting that the overall preferences of the development industry (i.e., which 

tended to favour car-oriented development) frequently worked against the promotion of AT.  
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Particularly thought-provoking commentary in this regard came from a former city councillor 

who said that “developers run city hall” and that they have “wiped out progressive councillors”. 

He indicated that while developers are obviously highly motivated, public opposition to 

development projects was frequently lacking and as a group, developers had been very effective 

in persuading the municipal government to favour their interests. Furthermore, he asserted that 

developers had taken advantage of electoral rules by making considerable financial contributions 

to the election campaigns of candidates for municipal council. Finally, he believed that 

development industry representatives had successfully offered to help specifically selected 

individuals with financial contributions in an effort to persuade them to run for city council.  This 

participant stated that in recent years, as a result of factors including all those above, there were 

very few councillors who would vote against the frequently car-favourable policies supported by 

the development industry. 

Documents suggest that, indeed, developers have likely attempted to influence municipal 

politics, often in ways that would not normally be considered acceptable in a system of 

responsible government. A 2006 Ecology Ottawa report (Ecology Ottawa., 2009) indicates that 

17 of 23 people who were elected as councillors via the City of Ottawa 2006 municipal election 

had received funds from the development industry for their campaigns. Beyond this, a variety of 

individuals and organizations connected with development (e.g., friends, acquaintances, sub-

contractors) can and do legally contribute money to electoral campaigns via a variety of means. 

In 2014, for example, development industry representatives hosted a fundraising dinner in which 

$52 000 from individual donors was raised for the successful election campaign of Mayor Jim 

Watson (Chianello, 2014a, 2014b).    

2. Transportation planning 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 144 

In addition to overall land use, the research findings highlighted differences related to 

traditions in the fields of transportation planning and transportation engineering (hereafter 

referred to as transportation planning) that may be considered as important in determining the 

varying levels of AT success in Helsinki and Ottawa. At the international level, the field of 

transportation planning has been the subject of considerable criticism, including from those 

specifically interested in the promotion of AT. As highlighted by Newman and Kenworthy, for 

example, “Since World War II, transportation planning has for the most part treated the 

automobile and the urban fabric it creates and supports as being the primary concern in all cities” 

(Newman & Kenworthy, 2015, p. 141). These same authors, after outlining the particularly 

strong embrace of this approach in US cities, note that efforts at political resistance came mainly 

from continental Europe where existing city structures were based on transit and walking 

(Newman & Kenworthy, 2015, p. 147).  

In Ottawa, a member of city council stated that “the status quo in transportation 

engineering and planning” possibly constituted the strongest obstacle overall for AT.  A senior 

City of Ottawa planning official, meanwhile, said that a very important explanatory factor in 

Ottawa’s failure to achieve higher rates of AT was that “the profession (primarily of traffic 

engineering but even transportation planning to some degree) is set up in such a way that we tend 

to focus on building car travel versus transit or active modes”. Furthermore, two City of Ottawa 

employees described specific types of AT-related difficulties. These included the fact that while 

safety was often evaluated by counting the numbers of accidents at particular intersections, the 

numbers of pedestrians and cyclists involved were often too low to have statistical relevance. In 

addition, one indicated that currently consulted roadway design manuals contained very limited 
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information about the design of desirable public transit projects (e.g., adding bus-only lanes or 

light rail to medians on arterial roads).   

A review of the evolution of Ottawa’s official objectives with respect to increasing AT 

rates indicates long-term acceptance of the dominance of automobiles in transportation planning. 

Modal split targets for AT including all non-automobile modes (i.e., walking and cycling as well 

as public transit) were first established only in 1997 (Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton., 

1999). These were based on a recorded 1995 AT peak-hour level of 26 per cent (Regional 

Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton, 1997, p. 16).  As of 2011, the peak hour AT modal split was 34 

per cent, representing only an eight percentage point improvement spread among three modes of 

transportation over a period of sixteen years. The targets (set separately for walking, cycling, and 

public transit use) for 2031 equal 41 per cent (City of Ottawa, 2013d), meaning that even if 

achieved they would only represent an actual increase of roughly fifteen percentage points 

relative to actual levels in 1995. 

Automobile-oriented transportation planning traditions received more limited attention 

among participants in Helsinki, and overall, it was clear that Helsinki featured a more favourable 

transportation planning environment. As outlined both in an interview and in an article from 

1981 entitled “Helsinki, the City of Public Transport” by Heikki Salmivaara (1981) (then the 

leader of Helsinki’s Traffic Planning Division), Helsinki features a long history of employing an 

overall transportation planning approach that prioritized AT. In his article, Salmivaara explains 

that while not without controversy and discussion, “the traffic policy of the 70s favoured mass 

transit and pedestrian traffic as policymakers recognized the detrimental effects of freeways on 

the environment” (p. 16). He describes the natural limitations of Helsinki’s location on a 

peninsula and the resulting need to restrict private automobile traffic coming into the city centre 
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(p. 17). Helsinki’s successful efforts to regulate the distribution of trips are discussed and 

supported with statistics. These indicate, for example, that only 21 per cent of total commuting 

trips in the metropolitan area at the time were by car (Figure 4, p. 17). He also describes 

Helsinki’s high public transit ridership as being the result of deliberate attempts to continually 

improve public transit service while limiting the number of parking spaces available for 

commuters (p. 17). Finally, he provides a detailed description of Helsinki’s numerous efforts and 

plans to improve its public transit infrastructure by, for example, building and re-building 

stations, adding additional tracks and the metro and creating reserved bus lanes (p. 17-18).  

At a more technical level, a pertinent example was provided by the interview 

commentary of a former Deputy Director of the City of Helsinki Planning Department’s Traffic 

and Transportation Planning Division, who described the general approach for designing 

intersections in Helsinki. Particularly in the city centre and also in suburban residential areas, this 

was to begin with consideration of what would provide advantageous conditions for the most 

“vulnerable users” (i.e., people walking and cycling), before proceeding to the step of 

accommodating cars. While a more balanced strategy (in which the convenience of automobile 

traffic was considered on roughly equal footing with AT traffic) was typically employed for 

major arterials, he also explained that the city is aiming to gradually urbanize these in a manner 

that would naturally lead to increasing priority being ascribed to AT users. The above is strongly 

indicative of a technical tradition in traffic planning that clearly favoured the development of 

good conditions for AT.  

3. Political systems  

The research highlighted important differences in the respective political systems that 

significantly affected the ability to promote AT.  In Ottawa, the city’s lack of dependable access 
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to sufficient revenue for desired public transit investment constituted a major obstacle for AT 

promotion. In the Canadian political system property taxes constitute the most important source 

of municipal revenue (Kitchen, 2002, p. 22-28), with income tax being paid only to the 

provincial and federal governments. Following reductions in financial transfers from higher 

levels of government (particularly during the 1990s) municipalities came under strong financial 

pressure (Kitchen, 2002, p. 331-339; McAllister, 2005, p. 246-248), and arguably, have 

inadequate revenue to fulfill their practical responsibilities.  

As described in an interview with a Senior Transportation Planner with the City of 

Ottawa, this has contributed to a trend whereby investment in major public transit projects 

generally happens only when municipalities are able to secure funding from higher levels of 

government. This participant explained that partially as a result, local auto-oriented road 

upgrades (being cheaper to implement in the short term), tend to continue with consistency. Over 

the long term, he maintained, this has led to the phenomenon of a gradual expansion of the road 

network and only ad hoc investment in major transit projects. This commentary is supported by 

the history of funding for major public transit projects. Of those completed and planned during 

the last 40 years (including the Transitway bus rapid transit system, the O-Train light rail line, 

and the currently being built Confederation line light rail/subway line), all, except for the O-

Train, were heavily financed by higher levels of government. The O-Train was exceptionally 

affordable (roughly $21 million) for several reasons, including the city’s ownership of the 

existing rail line.  

Furthermore, as described by several interview participants, the requirement for 

cooperation between at least three levels of government results in significant political challenges 

with respect to securing the support of all required parties simultaneously. Both a former City of 
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Ottawa councillor and documents (Hilton & Stoney, 2007, p. 12-13; Kenza Benali & Bernier, 

2014) for example, described how in the lead-up to the 2006 municipal election, then President 

of the Treasury Board John Baird indicated that provision of supposedly agreed federal funding 

for the then proposed version of the light rail project (referred to as the north-south line) would 

require that the newly elected city council review and vote once more on the project. Ultimately, 

the new council cancelled the north-south line, and light rail planning for the region began once 

more. While the project’s replacement is now being constructed, it is it has been delayed by 

roughly 10 years. 

Finally, a further significant challenge resulting from Ottawa’s political system was an 

urban vs. suburban/rural split in public and political support for AT, with AT-related efforts much 

more strongly supported by inner city councillors and their constituencies than those from 

suburban and rural areas.  In Ottawa, members of council (23) are elected on a first-past-the post-

basis, each representing particular geographically defined wards. When combined with the fact 

that the city’s population is distributed into areas displaying distinctly different travel mode 

preferences (as discussed earlier with reference to Gordon and Shirokoff (2014) - with the more 

central areas having notably higher rates of AT than outlying ones), this appears to have 

contributed to a more adversarial climate for AT promotion than might otherwise have been the 

case. Most obviously, municipal councillors representing more auto-oriented wards (generally 

more suburban and rural) may have accurately assessed policies designed promote AT as 

politically unpopular. Overall, the director of a prominent local environmental organization 

estimated that only about 6 out of 23 councillors (all representing ridings in Ottawa’s central 

area) could be considered firmly pro-AT. 
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Conflict of this type was in clear evidence, for example, in the planning of the 

refurbishment of Ottawa’s Main Street as Ottawa’s first complete street (i.e., designed to 

accommodate all types of AT as well as driving). While the local councillor and city planning 

employees were clearly in favour of the project, some councillors of neighbouring wards 

(particularly of ones from which many commuters used the road for driving) opposed it (Mueller, 

2013), with one voicing the concern that the proposed plan would be inconvenient for drivers 

(Mueller, 2013). While the project was ultimately approved, the situation is indicative of 

potential challenges associated with geographically-based electoral systems for the promotion of 

AT.  

In contrast with the situation in Ottawa, analysis of the interview data and review of 

documentary evidence resulted in the identification of Helsinki’s political system, including its 

social democratic tradition as well as its structure and position within Finland, as contributing to 

its AT success. First, the evident public acceptability of paying relatively high taxes (that may 

assist with investment in public services such as AT infrastructure) should be noted. According to 

the most recent Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) statistics, 

Finland had the eighth highest tax revenue per capita (collected by all levels of government) 

among 36 countries for which data were available, at 18.6 thousand US dollars (Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development, 2017). For purposes of comparison, Canadian tax 

revenues are approximately 13.8 thousand US dollars per capita making Canada the 18th ranked 

country by this measure (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2017). 

Exemplifying the generally supportive public opinion for paying relatively high taxes was the 

commentary of a long-term high-ranking official with the City of Helsinki Planning 

Department’s Traffic and Transportation Planning Division. First, this participant noted that even 
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car-oriented actors did not object to public funds being spent on transit. Second, in responding to 

the question of whether people ever argue in favour of paying less tax and therefore receiving 

reduced public services (in general), the participant answered “No…because they get something 

in return. You don’t have to pay when your children go to school. If you are sick you can get 

doctor services and so on and it doesn’t cost very much….so because people get something with 

their tax they are willing to pay the tax.” 

Finland has also generally performed strongly with respect to income equality, reflective 

of a society acknowledged to place a high degree of emphasis on collective responsibility 

(Raynault & Côté, 2015). According to the OECD, when measured according to the Gini 

coefficient (a measure of income inequality with 0 corresponding to perfect income equality and 

1 corresponding to perfect inequality) after transfers and taxes in 2011, Finland scored 0.265, 

while Canada scored 0.316  (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2013). 

Some evidence suggested that this emphasis on collective responsibility may extend to 

underlying assumptions about the goals of municipal transportation policy.  For example, a 

public transport planner with the City of Helsinki described how Helsinki’s emphasis on public 

transit is likely connected with Finland’s broad commitment to the welfare state, indicating that it 

is viewed as consistent with policy efforts that “take care of everybody”.  

In addition, the fact that Finnish municipalities in particular have strong taxation power is 

obviously advantageous with respect to the availability of revenue required for public transit. 

Municipal-level taxation is levied primarily in the form of a proportional income tax, at an 

average of approximately 20 cent of across Finnish municipalities (https://www.localfinland.fi/), 

with Helsinki residents currently paying 18.5 per cent (City of Helsinki, 2017).  
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 Overall, the factors described above certainly contributed to Helsinki having both strong 

revenue (total tax revenues were 3 billion Euros in 2015 (City of Helsinki, 2017)) and freedom to 

invest heavily in a range of public services, including Helsinki’s extremely high-quality public 

transit network. In 2015, for example, the Helsinki Regional Transport Authority’s operating 

income was 623 million Euros, of which just under half was covered by municipal contributions 

(with almost all of the remainder by ticket revenue) (Helsinki Region Transport, 2016, p. 26). 

Finally, it would appear that relative to Ottawa, the city’s electoral system may provide 

advantages for AT promotion. In Helsinki, municipal councillors (85) represent political parties 

in a system of proportional representation. Given that they do not represent defined geographic 

areas, the likelihood of conflict regarding AT investment of the type highlighted in Ottawa seems 

less strong. Interview participants made no specific reference, for example, to councillors taking 

firm positions on transportation-related issues related to the travel preferences of residents of 

particular neighbourhoods. Furthermore, Helsinki’s electoral system makes it possible for 

political parties to clearly articulate pro-AT positions as part of their campaigns. Ultimately, this 

gives them strong mandates to pursue pro-AT policies if elected. The Green Party for example 

(now the 2nd strongest political party in Helsinki), has made the promotion of AT an important 

part of its political platform over several decades. 

Conclusions and Discussion 

The application of political theory in an investigation of the contrasting levels of 

governmental commitment to AT and corresponding AT success achieved in two comparable 

cities from Europe and North America  highlights the important role played by context-specific 

political factors. Concerning the research question (i.e., what factors related to politics might 

help to explain why Helsinki was able to prioritize the promotion of AT to a much higher degree 
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than Ottawa over the long term?) the results indicated that differences stemming from the ACF 

category of relatively stable parameters help to explain a considerable portion of the varying 

levels of political commitment to AT.  

In particular, the most striking differences were observed in connection with traditions in 

land use and transportation planning, as well as political systems. In Helsinki, favourable 

circumstances with respect to all of the above facilitated relatively unified and well-coordinated 

AT advocacy efforts, with a pro-AT coalition managing to dominate municipal transportation 

policy over the long term. In Ottawa by contrast, the city’s North American context contributed 

to a highly challenging environment for AT promotion. Advocacy efforts were found to be 

weaker, more fragmented and less well-coordinated, with pro-AT actors rarely being in positions 

of relative strength within the municipal transportation policy environment. 

Implications for Policy 

From a practical perspective, the findings point to the advantages of theoretically 

informed political awareness and suggest a number of implications for those attempting to 

promote AT or similar healthy urban policies in challenging political environments. Specifically, 

the results from Ottawa highlight the very strong political challenges that may sometimes stem 

from stable, context-specific political factors (i.e., relatively stable parameters), while the results 

from Helsinki underscore the degree to which these may facilitate progress with particular policy 

objectives when they are more supportive. The ACF suggests that such factors, given their 

assumed resistance to change (Weible & Sabatier, 2007, p. 125-126), are rarely the subject of 

advocacy efforts. The degree of limitation that these were demonstrated to impose in Ottawa, 

however, suggests that working to address their effects would be necessary for fundamental AT 

progress to be made. It is also realistic to think that in many cases, this is possible. 
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A relevant example concerns the influence of the property development industry and the 

related problem of car-oriented development. Laws which allow the property development 

industry to contribute funds to electoral campaigns do not seem in keeping with responsible 

government, whether viewed from the perspective of transportation planning or a variety of other 

vantage points. Municipal councillors who receive money from the property development 

industry would appear to be in a clear position of conflict of interest with respect to making the 

most advantageous development decisions for cities overall. Meanwhile, the laws which 

typically govern campaign contributions are certainly possible to change, leaving an evident 

political opportunity available for advocates to improve the scope for AT promotion in many 

jurisdictions.  

The urban vs. suburban/rural division in the political popularity of AT in Ottawa and the 

related political challenges as channeled through the ward-based electoral system represent 

another potential area for intervention by AT advocates. While there might normally exist a 

tendency to focus on AT promotion in more central parts of cities where AT is generally most 

popular at the moment, making explicit efforts to substantially increase the number of 

suburban/rural AT users and supporters (via, for example, the provision of improved 

infrastructure in outlying areas) might lead to significant increases in both public and political 

support in North American cities. 

Additional strategic opportunities for AT advocacy highlighted by this study include the 

support of policies that would provide municipalities with stronger and more dependable 

revenues for public transit investment, and working to bring about changes in the automobile-

oriented transportation planning environment by, for example, arguing for and assisting in the 

development of technical manuals and training requirements that give more emphasis to AT.  
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Apart from implications related strictly to the category of relatively stable parameters, 

practical conclusions may also be drawn from the observation that periods of distinct AT 

progress appeared to have been facilitated by favourable external events in both cities. This 

suggests that AT and health-related advocates in other jurisdictions would be wise to make 

explicit attempts to identify and exploit similar potential opportunities. In North America at the 

moment, topics including climate change and traffic congestion are problems subject to 

considerable public and political attention. These are challenges for which the promotion of AT 

offers at least partial solutions.  

Finally, the success achieved in Helsinki via the efforts of a unified yet diverse and broad-

based coalition motivated most strongly by livability-related concerns makes it reasonable to 

suggest that explicitly working to develop similar coalitions in more challenging environments 

may be worthwhile. While acknowledging that building politically powerful advocacy coalitions 

is likely to be much more difficult in North American cities given the many contextual factors 

discussed in this paper, the benefits of AT are increasingly well-understood and valued from 

numerous perspectives (e.g., health, safety, environmental, and urban). It would appear that now 

is a particularly opportune time to make attempts at building the necessary advocacy capacity. 

Limitations 

It is acknowledged that the findings from a comparative case study of two jurisdictions 

employing qualitative methods and a non-random form of sampling (chain referral) have limited 

generalizability. While the goals of this research did not include scientific generalizability, the 

conduct of similar research concerning political factors and the ability to promote AT in 

additional jurisdictions would be worthwhile. Furthermore, the results of this study could 
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certainly be strengthened via the use of additional research methods such as surveys and focus 

groups.   

Finally, this study did not attempt to determine if the differences in actual rates of AT 

could be associated with outcomes for which its promotion is theoretically beneficial, such as 

with respect to overall rates of physical activity or reductions in air pollution. Accordingly, 

research which attempts to explicitly examine the links between particular political contexts and 

related health outcomes would be useful.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

This study concerned the role of political factors in efforts to promote AT, a behaviour 

considered to have substantial benefits with respect to the promotion of physical activity and 

many additional health, environmental, economic and social objectives. At one level, this study 

contributes to the emerging health promotion literature giving greater attention to the role of 

politics in health. More specifically, it responds to calls for the application of formal political 

science frameworks to health promotion challenges. At another, this research was conducted with 

a practical goal in mind – that being greater understanding of political challenges to the 

promotion of AT and the development of related practical suggestions for AT advocates.  

Recognizing that leading international cities have achieved much higher AT rates than 

ones in Canada and North America, this study aimed to explore the possible role of political 

factors in explaining varying levels of AT success. Accordingly, the project consisted of a 

comparative case study including two cities, from Europe and Canada respectively: Helsinki - a 

leading city in AT at the international level, and Ottawa - a top-performing AT city within Canada 

and North America, but where the AT rate is weak relative to that of Helsinki. Particular effort 

was made to select cities that were comparable with respect to a number of characteristics 

considered likely to affect AT rates (e.g., total population, levels of car ownership, climate, and 

topography) so as to lend more strength to potential findings related to the effects of political 

factors on AT commitment and performance. The formal research question was: What factors 

related to politics might help to explain why Helsinki was able to prioritize the promotion of AT 

to a much higher degree than Ottawa over the long term?  
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Bearing in mind the body of health promotion-based literature discussing the particular 

challenges of implementing healthy public policies (a category to which AT belongs) and the 

utility of formal political theories for exploring them, the ACF – a policy process theory from 

political science - was selected as the theoretical framework.  Briefly, the ACF is considered to 

have particular relevance for healthy public policy research given its emphasis on interrelated 

political factors (e.g., sociocultural context, values, stakeholder interests, and public opinion) and 

the involvement of actors from a wide variety of fields (Exworthy, 2008; Fafard, 2008; Gagnon, 

Turgeon, & Dallaire, 2007). Further consideration suggested the likelihood of the ACF being 

particularly applicable to municipal transportation policy, an area likely subject to important 

values-based conflicts of a type the ACF was designed (in part) to address. 

The semi-structured interview was selected as the primary research method based on its 

usefulness for the gathering of detailed and nuanced information  and offering the most 

straightforward means of gaining a deep understanding of the role of political factors in the 

promotion of AT. Document review constituted the secondary method, and was performed 

mainly to corroborate and add to the interview data, as well as to fill pertinent research gaps. 

Overall, 47 interviews were conducted with a wide range of participants considered experts in 

the AT policy process in both cities, and more than 200 AT-related documents were retained and 

reviewed. 

The collection and analysis of both interview data and documentary evidence were 

structured according to ACF-derived categories (e.g., relatively stable parameters, external 

events, and advocacy coalition identification) in order to develop long-term ACF-informed 

accounts of the role of political factors in AT promotion in both cities. The findings were 

ultimately compared with each other on a category by category basis as well as overall. The main 
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results were presented in three articles submitted to peer-reviewed journals. The first two articles 

discussed the findings from Helsinki and Ottawa respectively, while the third compared the most 

noteworthy results from both cities.  

 “Health promotion by stealth: active transportation success in Helsinki, Finland” (Saidla, 

2017a), discusses political factors that might help explain the city’s achievement of a very 

impressive 77 per cent AT modal split (European Platform on Mobility Management, n.d.a.). The 

main findings included that Helsinki’s success appeared to reflect the long-term dominance of 

municipal transportation policy by a pro-AT advocacy coalition displaying policy core beliefs 

connected most strongly with the development of a generally livable city.  Importantly, the 

emergence and dominance of this coalition was found attributable to very favourable 

circumstances connected with the ACF categories of both relatively stable parameters (e.g., the 

strong tradition in directive city planning, city ownership of a high percentage of land, Finland’s 

strong commitment to the welfare state, etc.) and external events (e.g., the 1973 oil crisis and 

President Kekkonen’s New Year’s road safety speech).  

The article also devotes considerable attention to the fact that health-based 

representatives were not identified as being among the main actors involved in Helsinki’s AT 

success, and that the identified motivations (or policy core beliefs) of pro-AT actors were most 

strongly associated not with health, but with livability. An identified implication for health-based 

actors was that AT advocates might have powerful potential allies in non-health areas, with 

whom they might usefully collaborate. 

The second article, “Active transportation in Ottawa, Canada: the challenge of enduring 

political obstacles” (Saidla, 2017a), reports uniquely on the results from Ottawa. Overall, 

obstacles related to the category of relatively stable parameters were found to have contributed to 
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a strongly unfavourable environment for the promotion of AT. Relating to Ottawa’s North 

American sociocultural context were challenges including Ottawa’s longstanding sprawling, car-

oriented structure (established well before the beginning of the first major efforts to promote AT), 

the Ottawa planning environment’s susceptibility to frequently car-oriented property 

development interests, and strongly auto-oriented transportation planning and traffic engineering 

traditions.  Relating to Ottawa’s political system were a lack of dependable revenue for public 

transit (owing considerably to the requirement for financial support from higher levels of 

government) and an evident urban vs. suburban/rural split in political and public support for AT. 

Bearing in mind the significance of these challenges, the struggling AT advocacy efforts 

(displaying a lack of strong coordination among walking, cycling and public transit advocates 

and never managing to establish a position of substantial overall strength) was not considered 

surprising.   

The third and final article, “Active Transportation Promotion: Easier in a European City, 

but Why?” concentrates on a discussion of the most identifiable and noteworthy areas of 

difference with respect to political factors and their influence on AT promotion. The article 

begins with an ACF-informed overview of AT-related advocacy in the two cities between 1970 

and 2015. Two main points regarding this overview are noteworthy. First, AT efforts in both 

cities appeared to have been affected by similar external events (e.g., the 1973 oil crisis, the 

growth in automobile ownership in the 1980s, and growing environmental awareness in the 

2000s), with momentum in favour of AT gathering speed in the early 1970s, slowing to some 

extent in the 1980s and 1990s, and then accelerating again in the mid-2000s. Second, the 

overview also includes a description of the strong differences in the strength of AT-related 

advocacy observed in Helsinki and Ottawa. Briefly, while similarities with respect to the types of 
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actors and organizations involved and their policy core beliefs were evident, AT efforts in 

Helsinki were much stronger overall, displaying a stronger degree of long-term coordination in 

the pursuit of what appeared to be a commonly accepted goal of limiting automobile traffic that 

was not observed in Ottawa.  

The main focus of the article is the identified divergence in findings related to the 

category of relatively stable parameters in each city. Briefly, while in Helsinki the effects of 

relatively stable parameters were found highly favourable to the promotion of AT, in Ottawa they 

constituted major obstacles. More specifically, factors related to land use, transportation planning 

traditions and political systems strongly contributed to a much more favourable overall 

environment for the promotion of AT in Helsinki than in Ottawa.  

Main conclusions and implications 

Overall, the application of political theory in an investigation of the contrasting levels of 

AT success achieved in two somewhat comparable cities facing a number of similar AT-related 

challenges highlighted the important role played by factors related to politics. The findings point 

to the advantages of theoretically informed political awareness and suggest a number of 

implications for those attempting to promote AT. 

Concerning the research question of what factors related to politics might help to explain 

why Helsinki was able to prioritize the promotion of AT to a much higher degree than Ottawa 

over the long term, the results indicated that differences in factors stemming from the category of 

relatively stable parameters help to explain a considerable portion of the varying levels of 

political commitment to AT. More specifically, the results from Ottawa highlighted the very 

strong political challenges that may sometimes stem from this category, while the results from 

Helsinki underscored the degree to which supportive factors related to relatively stable 
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parameters may sometimes considerably facilitate progress toward particular policy objectives. 

While the data do not make it possible to confirm that the highlighted differences in relatively 

stable parameters explain all the observed disparities with respect to the structure and strength of 

AT advocacy and corresponding AT rates, there can be little doubt that a relationship exists. For 

example, throughout the history of explicit efforts to promote AT (i.e., beginning in about 1970), 

AT advocacy in Helsinki clearly benefitted from having a very large pool of AT users from which 

to draw resources and political support. In Ottawa, meanwhile, AT users were strongly 

outnumbered by car drivers throughout the period under consideration. At one level at least, this 

situation may be considered the result of the contrasting long-term effects of relatively stable 

parameters. For example, Helsinki’s long tradition in directive planning inevitably helped to 

make AT a popular choice, even well before the beginning of explicit efforts to promote AT. In 

Ottawa by contrast, the longstanding pattern of auto-oriented sprawl inevitably contributed to 

automobiles being by far the most popular mode of transportation. 

The ACF suggests that relatively stable parameters, given their assumed resistance to 

change (Weible & Sabatier, 2007, pp. 125-126), are rarely the subject of advocacy efforts. 

Bearing in mind, however, the juxtaposition of their negative ramifications in Ottawa with their 

positive effects in Helsinki, working to account for and address them would, in many cases, 

appear to constitute a worthwhile political strategy. In fact, the degree of limitation that 

challenges stemming from relatively stable parameters were demonstrated to impose in Ottawa 

suggests that it will be very difficult to fundamentally alter transportation planning priorities in 

an AT-favourable manner without accounting and/or directly addressing them. Overall, this 

suggests that this category of political factors is worthy of considerable attention by AT 

advocates. 
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As discussed in the Ottawa-focused article (Saidla, 2017b), there are several reasons why 

this is the case. First, even if some factors of this type may be not amenable to change, it is worth 

understanding them and taking them into account. For example, the research in Ottawa identified 

a lack of municipal own-source revenues as constituting an important challenge to public transit 

investment. While recognizing that municipalities in Canada have limited scope to significantly 

increase their own-source revenues, efforts to convince higher levels of government to provide 

consistent funding for public transit investment would appear a strategy potentially worth 

pursuing.  Second, particular challenges related to relatively stable parameters may be somewhat 

amenable to change. Regarding automobile-oriented transportation planning, for example, it 

would certainly appear possible for AT advocates to assist in bringing about significant changes 

supporting AT given sufficient effort and motivation. Existing technical manuals and training 

requirements for the relevant professions are subject to revision, while new AT-focused resources 

and training may be continuously developed and delivered. 

Practical implications also arise from the finding that periods of distinct AT progress 

appeared to have been facilitated by favourable external events in both cities. This suggests that 

it would be worthwhile for AT advocates to make concerted efforts to identify similar potential 

opportunities in the interest of exploiting them. In Canada at the moment, topics such as climate 

change, congestion, and the aging population are subject to considerable public and political 

attention, and involve issues for which the promotion of AT offers at least partial solutions. At 

the same time, it is not clear that governmental authorities are conscious of the full merits of AT 

for addressing such issues. For example, the promotion of cycling for transportation purposes 

appears extremely promising for addressing climate change. In Ottawa, the cycling modal split in 

2011 was only 2 per cent (City of Ottawa, 2013b, p.17), while a recent survey indicates that 
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roughly 60 per cent of the population was interested in cycling, but prefer bike lanes and 

separated cycling facilities for safety reasons (City of Ottawa, 2013a, p. 39). Given the low 

cycling modal splits Canada-wide (Statistics Canada, 2015), there is likely a very strong 

opportunity to increase rates of practical cycling substantially, thereby strongly reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions and also helping in the accomplishment of other objectives such as 

health. So far, however, despite the vast array of measures being implemented or contemplated in 

order to address climate change at several levels of government, no major source of funding 

(e.g., on a billion dollar scale) has yet been allocated specifically for investment in bicycle 

infrastructure. In this case, politically aware AT promotion advocates from all fields have what 

would appear to be a significant opening to advance their objectives by highlighting the strong 

climate change benefits likely to be derived from cycling infrastructure investment.  

Finally, the fact that Helsinki’s AT success was associated with the long-term dominance 

of a relatively diverse pro-AT coalition may suggest that explicitly working to build similar 

coalitions (i.e., broad-based but unified in support of increasing overall AT rates) in more 

challenging environments (e.g., such as Ottawa) is likely to be worthwhile. For specifically 

health-based actors, the importance of this suggestion is underscored by the fact that Helsinki’s 

AT success was not found to be strongly related to health actors or health-related motivation, 

pointing to the particularly strong likelihood of the usefulness of collaboration with actors from 

other fields. Overall, building broad-based pro-AT coalitions and highlighting the many societal 

advantages would appear likely to facilitate the development of more powerful arguments and 

stronger political mobilization than might otherwise be the case. In so doing, AT advocates could 

present more robust opposition to transportation planning environments that have (i.e., in North 

America) been long dominated by heavily car-oriented perspectives. Ultimately, regardless of the 
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precise nature of the strategies to be pursued, addressing major political challenges of the type 

outlined in this study will undoubtedly require thorough reflection and a high degree of 

discipline and energy. Stronger understanding of political challenges would, therefore, appear a 

logical goal for AT advocates. 

Theoretical implications 

 The practical application of the ACF proved to be an effective means of achieving strong, 

high-level understanding of a complex policy area in two separate jurisdictions over a long time 

period. The ACF’s concepts of advocacy coalitions and policy subsystems were helpful in 

guiding the identification of the major actors, how they were positioned in terms of support for 

AT, what motivations lay behind their policy preferences, and how and to what degree they 

collaborated with each other. As noted earlier, health promotion scholars have previously 

identified the ACF as particularly applicable to questions of healthy public policy, partly as a 

result of the ACF’s emphasis on the involvement of a wide range of actors from a variety of 

fields and several levels of government. Overall, the experience in this study lends support to 

that approach. 

The comprehensive nature of the ACF, in accounting for a very wide range of factors 

considered to affect policy choices (in particular, the concepts of relatively stable parameters and 

external events), was very useful in this study. As noted earlier, the ACF’s emphasis on the role 

of a particularly wide range of interrelated political factors is one of its distinguishing features. In 

this research project, the discovery of differences connected with varying societal contexts is 

what most strongly contributed to answering the research question. From a theoretical 

perspective, this may be considered of particular interest given that the category of relatively 

stable parameters is not frequently a focus of ACF-based research (Jenkins-Smith, Nohrstedt, 
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Weible, & Sabatier, 2014). Furthermore, while the category of relatively stable parameters is 

undoubtedly considered to affect policy outcomes, it is not among the traditional areas of 

emphasis of the ACF, including coalitions, learning, and policy change (Jenkins-Smith et al., 

2014). While this study was conducted more in the interest of practical than theoretical purposes, 

the results of this research imply that more theoretical attention might usefully be given to the 

role of relatively stable parameters in the policy process. In particular, theoretically-focused 

ACF-based comparative policy research focusing on the effects of relatively stable parameters 

might yield worthwhile findings. 

With respect to the ACF’s practical application in this study, it must acknowledged that 

the overall complexity of the ACF (i.e., in terms of the number of categories that are considered 

to affect policy, the complex relationships between them, and the level of potential detail that 

could potentially be pursued) made it a considerable challenge to apply, particularly for a single 

researcher working within a limited time-frame. While not eliminating these difficulties, the 

choice of the simplified version of the ACF was clearly advantageous as it narrowed the scope of 

the investigation and facilitated the focusing of attention on the most significant ACF categories. 

Accordingly, the further development of an explicitly user-friendly, practically-oriented version 

of the framework (together, perhaps, with specific suggestions for its application in terms of 

research design) would seem to be a potentially productive undertaking. 

Effectiveness of the methodology 

Case selection. 

Given the large number of potential variables affecting AT rates among jurisdictions, 

there was no way to ensure direct and complete comparability among the cases for this research. 

This being acknowledged, it is clear that making a considerable effort to choose reasonably 
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comparable jurisdictions was worthwhile. Most importantly, this approach should help to address 

questioning of the overall research findings based on a variety of alternative explanations which 

are already accounted for via the case selection. For example, given that the selection took 

account of climate and topography (with these being similar in Helsinki and Ottawa), the 

suggestion that either of these factors might explain the relatively large difference in AT 

performance between the two cities is largely rendered moot. Overall, the comparability between 

the two cities with respect to the specified factors adds support to the evidence-based suggestion 

that the particular factors affecting politics identified here are in fact important in explaining the 

noteworthy differences in AT performance.  

In addition to the advantages offered by their comparability with each other, the fact that 

both cities have noteworthy characteristics common to many North American cities (e.g., both 

being young, having relatively low population densities, experiencing challenging winter 

weather and being situated in countries with high levels of car ownership) adds to the relevance 

of this research when viewed from a Canadian or North American perspective. For example, 

decision-makers often point to characteristics such as those just noted as either explaining 

existing low rates of AT or as constituting major obstacles to its promotion, thereby indirectly 

justifying weak or absent progress (see, for example Woods (2014) and Sutcliffe (2014, May 

22)). In particular, Helsinki’s success demonstrates that it is possible to achieve world-leading 

rates of AT despite the presence of numerous conditions frequently considered to work against 

this objective.  

Methods. 

This research focused on the perceptions of AT-advocates and experts in the respective 

cities concerning the role of factors affecting politics on AT promotion, making the semi-
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structured interview format a relatively obvious choice among methods. A particular advantage 

of the semi-structured interview related to the fact that for none of the research participants in 

Helsinki was English the first language. This meant that both interview questions and responses 

often had to be clarified to the satisfaction of both the researcher and the participants. 

Furthermore, despite efforts to frame questions in clear and plain language, clarification 

(particularly concerning ACF-based themes) was often required for participants in both cities. In 

the context of a semi-structured interview, providing this type of clarification is relatively 

straightforward. Clearly, this challenge would be more difficult to overcome with methods such 

as the survey, for example.   

While the semi-structured interview format was found time-consuming (in terms of the 

requirement to identify and schedule a large number of interviews, the sometimes lengthy 

interviews themselves, and the large volume of data produced) it did lead to the type of in-depth 

discussion required for the generation of rich and nuanced findings. For the most part, 

participants left the impression of feeling comfortable to speak freely, often even appearing eager 

to do so. This appeared to assist in the delivery of candid commentary and assessments on 

relevant topics, some of which might not have otherwise surfaced. Furthermore, the rapport 

created with participants (arguably facilitated by the semi-structured format) led to the 

establishment of useful and much appreciated professional relationships. Some participants, for 

example, were repeatedly asked for advice about where to find further information and were 

consulted about a variety of research-related topics as these materialized.  

The documentary evidence, meanwhile, proved to be of critical importance for being able 

to compile the necessary background information, to verify findings from the interviews, and to 

fill particular gaps in knowledge. Given the very large volume of literature that could potentially 
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have been consulted (particularly in Ottawa, where no natural limit was imposed by the 

availability of those written in English), using documents as a secondary source of data was 

logical. Apart from being used for  background research and the confirmation of basic facts (e.g., 

the major characteristics of the two cities, their transportation systems, their AT performance) the 

documentary research was conducted to a considerable extent based on areas identified as 

requiring either confirmation or further exploration via the interview data. This approach, in 

combination with the use of theoretical categories of the ACF for classification, gave a much-

needed and useful structure for focusing and limiting the documentary research to the most 

useful sources.  

Limitations. 

This study has a number of generally evident methodological and substantive limitations 

which should nevertheless be acknowledged. With respect to methodology, as described by Yin 

(1994) for example, a major criticism of case study research is that the small number of cases 

does not allow for significant generalization.  While this is both acknowledged and accepted, it 

must be emphasized that this study did not prioritize generalizability in its design. Rather, the 

goal was to explore a specific research question related to two particular cases via a rigorous and 

theoretically informed process. While it was anticipated that the findings might result in 

practically applicable suggestions for additional jurisdictions with somewhat similar 

characteristics, scientific generalizability (i.e., in a statistical sense) was not sought and no claims 

to this effect are being made. 

At a higher level of detail, both the chain referral style of recruitment and the interview as 

a research method have been subject to a variety of general criticisms. First, as a non-random 

sampling method, chain referral is considered by some to be inferior to random sampling 
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techniques because it cannot be considered to lead to statistically measurable representativeness 

(O'leary, 2004, p. 109). In the case of this study, the chain referral method was nevertheless 

deemed appropriate mainly because the target population (i.e., AT advocates and experts in the 

respective cities) would have been difficult to identify otherwise, particularly in Finland where 

documents are not readily available in English. In fact, chain referral is a strategy that is 

specifically recommended when the population being studied is not easily identifiable (O'leary, 

2004, p. 110; Pierce, 2008, p. 92). While it is true that the samples cannot be considered 

statistically representative, considerable effort was made to select a wide-ranging set of 

respondents (e.g., from governmental and non-governmental organizations, with expertise related 

to different time periods, from advocacy efforts related to walking, cycling and public transit 

individually) in order to increase the overall credibility of the findings. 

Second, interviews of any type have inherent weaknesses. Most obviously, as discussed 

by Yin (2009, p.108), in reporting about and explaining how events occurred, participant 

commentary is inevitably subject to problems including bias, weak recall, and the struggle to 

articulate thoughts clearly.  Furthermore, particularly with respect to semi-structured interviews, 

there are a variety of ways that a researcher may either compromise responses or fail to 

maximize opportunities for data collection. The researcher may, for example, fail to establish an 

atmosphere conducive to the development of thorough responses, inadvertently ask leading 

questions or give out unconscious signals (Sociology Central, n.d.) that affect participant 

responses. While not downplaying their significance, attempts were made to account for these 

potential pitfalls. With respect to problems such as bias and recall, the main countermeasures 

were conducting a sufficient quantity of interviews so that major findings were supported by the 

accounts of multiple participants and reviewing a considerable volume of related documentary 
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evidence for purposes including corroboration. Concerning the conduct of the interviews 

themselves, potential problems including such those described were identified ahead of time and 

conscious effort was made to avoid them.  

Finally, documentary evidence also has potential problems for research. The information 

that documents contain may be inaccurate, biased, and cannot be universally accepted as 

statements of fact (R. K. Yin, 2009, p. 103). Another potential difficulty is that the researcher 

may be biased in selecting which documents to consult and review, or in how the related 

information is reported. For reasons including the above, the document review was employed as 

secondary (rather than primary) research method. Accordingly, findings from the documentary 

evidence (not including basic facts and background information) were evaluated alongside 

interview data as a form of triangulation. Furthermore, the large volume of documents collected 

often allowed for corroboration of noteworthy findings via multiple sources.  

With respect to substantive limitations, it should first be noted that this study addressed 

political challenges related to the promotion of an activity (AT) that must be addressed via 

changes in numerous complex, connected and overlapping policy areas (e.g., health promotion, 

transportation policy, land use policy, tax policy, and housing policy). In addition, the research 

investigated developments related to AT promotion in two jurisdictions over a 40 year period. As 

a result, constraints including time, resources, and the choice of the article-based thesis format 

precluded the thorough exploration of numerous related subjects which would undoubtedly 

benefit from further empirical and theoretical investigation.  

For example, the research highlighted a number of particular areas of difference that 

ultimately helped to explain the widely varying levels of AT success achieved in Helsinki and 

Ottawa including, for example, traditions in urban and transportation planning as well as with 



ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION IN HELSINKI AND OTTAWA 182 

respect to electoral and taxation systems. With more time, resources and space, each of these 

areas could have been further investigated and described at a higher level of detail. 

Furthermore, it was not possible to discuss a wide range of findings concerning all the 

ACF-derived categories (e.g., policy core beliefs, advocacy coalition resources and strategies, 

venues, etc.) for which data were gathered.  It was also not possible fully explore the large 

number of possible relationships between the major findings in each category. Instead, given that 

the findings related to the ACF-derived category of relatively stable parameters provided 

particularly compelling overall explanations for the markedly differing levels of AT success in 

the two cities, effort was made to discuss this category with particular depth.  

Possibilities for future research. 

The results of this study help to suggest a number of possibilities for future research. 

First, the findings of the selected cases could be strengthened via the conduct of additional 

interviews and or the use of additional research methods. Survey research and focus groups, for 

example, could be employed to verify, strengthen and expand on the results discussed here. 

Overall, this approach would permit stronger and more detailed conclusions related specifically 

to the selected cases.  

Some useful possibilities for deepening the scope of this study are also evident. With 

respect to the specific findings from Helsinki, further exploration of the question of why health-

based actors were not more obviously present in AT promotion efforts would clearly be 

worthwhile. Regardless of the precise nature of potential findings, understanding more about the 

apparent lack of health-based involvement in a jurisdiction that has achieved remarkably high 

rates of AT appears likely to yield relevant information connected with how, when, and where 

health promotion actors may be most useful in AT promotion.  
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Concerning both jurisdictions, further research in several areas would help to provide a 

more complete assessment of the links between political context, public policy, and health 

outcomes in connection with AT promotion. For example, one obvious question worthy of 

exploration would be whether Helsinki’s high rate of AT actually results in measurably better 

health outcomes than in Ottawa in terms of, for example, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and 

respiratory ailments. Another potential avenue of research would be to perform a detailed and 

comparative review of AT-related policies in each city (e.g., what were the specific policies used 

to promote AT in each city, how effective were they with respect to altering modal splits, and 

how do they compare from a costs vs. benefits perspective?). At one level, information of this 

type might simply add to the growing evidence base pointing to the effectiveness of particular 

types of policies for AT promotion and resulting health benefits. More importantly, however, 

when combined with the assessment of political context as conducted in this study, it might be 

possible to usefully assess more precise links between political factors, public policy, AT, and 

health.   

Finally, perhaps the most obvious connected research possibility would be to employ 

roughly the same protocol in additional jurisdictions in order to compare findings among a larger 

number of cases. This might eventually make it possible to draw somewhat wider conclusions 

about the relative differences in challenges for the promotion of AT in, for example, Canada and 

or/North America versus Northern/Western Europe. More specifically, exploring contextual 

political challenges in a wider variety of jurisdictions appears likely to yield relevant findings 

from both practical and theoretical perspectives. From a practical standpoint, one might then be 

able to develop, for example, more concrete and universally applicable advice for AT advocates 

dealing with challenges similar to those discovered in Ottawa.  From the point of view of theory 
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and the ACF, meanwhile, this type of research could lead to worthwhile consideration of the 

effects of a category of factors (i.e., relatively stable parameters) that has so far not been given a 

high degree of attention.  
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Appendix A: Interview Guide  

Participant Information 

In consideration of today’s discussion about active (sustainable) transportation (including 

walking, cycling, and public transit), please describe the relevant positions you have occupied, as 

well as the associated time periods.  

Please indicate whether you would consider yourself an expert on cycling, walking, public 

transit, or any combination of those categories. 

Introductory (grand tour) Question 

1. At a high level, what would you say are the main factors that have affected your city’s 

long-term ability (either positively or negatively) to commit to policy (including, notably 

investment) that promotes AT? 

Identification of the Policy Subsystem 

2. In consideration of the issue of the promotion of active transportation in your city, how 

would you describe the geographic boundary of the issue? 

3. Who would you say were the main organizations and actors involved in debate 

concerning the issue of the promotion of active transportation (whether they be in favour, 

against, or otherwise with respect to the issue. 

Theme 1: External context and events 

4. When would you say that your city began to prioritize (versus automobile transportation, 

notably) the promotion of AT (or specifically, either walking, cycling, or public transit)? 

5. Were there particular events, factors, organizations, or people that you would say had a 

major effect on the feasibility (negative or positive) of promoting AT in your jurisdiction?  
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Probe: These could be things like change or stability in political leadership, economic 

circumstances, the election of a particular high-level politician, the dominance of a 

particular political party, changes in cultural attitudes, or a particular change in 

circumstances that affected everyday living conditions. 

6. To what degree would you say that political parties at any level of government played a 

role in the AT policy process? 

Probe: Would you be able to elaborate on the role of political parties (at any level of 

government) played in the AT policy process? 

7. Given that more than one level of government is normally involved in the AT policy 

process, would you be able to comment on the degree to which this either facilitated or 

hampered the promotion of AT in your jurisdiction? 

8. Apart from particular events, factors, organizations and people, was there anything about 

underlying conditions (e.g., social, political, economic) that you think either particularly 

favoured or challenged the feasibility of promoting AT during particular time periods? 

9. Would you say that the climate of your city, particularly with respect to the relatively 

cold, dark, and snowy winters, has had any particular effect on the ability to promote AT? 

Theme 2: Actors and Advocacy Coalitions 

10. Who do you believe were the main actors and organizations that supported the 

prioritization of AT in your city? 

11. Were these actors concentrated at the municipal level of government, or did they come 

from other levels of government or outside government (e.g., academic, advocacy groups, 

journalists, policy analysts, etc.)? 
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12. Would you say that there was an identifiable coalition (or several coalitions) of people

and groups supporting AT during your tenure?

Probe: According to the ACF, a coalition includes a group of actors that engage in a non-

trivial degree of cooperation/coordination in order to achieve policy objectives.

13. If so, would you be able to describe these coalitions and their members?

Probe: In particular, did members come from a wide variety of backgrounds like health,

safety, the environment, urban planning, and transportation, or did they originate from

mainly one area?

14. Would you say that one or several of these groups dominated within a given coalition?

15. Assuming the existence of one or several identifiable pro-AT coalitions, how did these

develop and change over time?

16. Was there an identifiable coalition or coalitions (official or unofficial) of people and

groups opposing AT?

17. Assuming the existence of identifiable coalitions that were not supportive of AT, how did

these develop and change over time?

18. Assuming the existence of coalitions concerned with the promotion of AT, during your

tenure, would you say that there was a clearly identifiable coalition in the dominant

position in terms of ultimate policy decisions? If so, please identify the members of this

coalition.

Probe: If the coalition holding the dominant position changed over time, can you identify

during which periods each coalition held the dominant position and comment with

respect to what caused the changes?
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19. Would you say that there were cases in which the dominant coalition modified important 

aspects of its position based on the arguments of an opposing coalition, scientific 

evidence, or as a response to external factors like public opinion? 

20. Were there organization or actors who you would say served as brokers between 

competing coalitions? By brokers I refer to people who looked to build consensus 

between opposing sides by looking for compromises that would be acceptable to both 

sides. 

21. Would you say that at any point during your tenure that there was a major policy change 

in your jurisdiction that was largely the result of a decision imposed by a hierarchically 

superior jurisdiction? 

Theme 3: Values and policy objectives 

22. From of the perspective of the actors involved in the promotion of AT, what do you 

believe was the main problem that these actors hoped to address through the promotion of 

AT? 

Probe: For example, was it physical inactivity? Was it to prevent environmental 

degradation and climate change? Was it to deal with traffic congestion? Was it to improve 

social life? Was it related to a desire to emphasize more equitable forms of 

transportation? Was it motivated by economic considerations? 

23. For groups and actors in favour of the promotion of AT that you are familiar with 

(including yourself), on a scale of 1 to 5 (with 1 being the level of almost 

inconsequential, and 5 being a level of utmost importance), at what level would you place 

the main problem you identified above. In other words, how serious was this problem 

viewed as being? 
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24. If you identified more than one main problem above that motivated the desire to promote 

AT, in what order of importance would you rank these problems? 

25. In terms of the actors and organizations involved in the promotion of AT that you are 

familiar with, what would you say were the main methods (or policies) that they 

preferred for dealing with the identified problems? 

26. How would you characterize the underlying values of the actors and organizations that 

have supported the promotion of AT? 

Probe: By values, I refer to what the ACF calls deep core and policy core beliefs. An 

example of a deep core belief would be the relative value of individual freedom vs. social 

equality. An example of a policy core belief would be the relative importance of 

economic development vs. health of the population. 

27. Would you say that there were any particular organizations or people who worked (either 

directly or indirectly) against those who wanted to promote active transportation? If so, 

who were these actors and organizations? 

28. Assuming the existence of actors and organizations that worked against the promotion of 

AT, can you comment on how you think these people may have viewed the problems 

identified above? For example, did they consider them to be problems at all, or did they 

have different levels of seriousness from their point of view relative to those who were 

actively working to promote AT? 

29. Assuming the existence of actors and organizations that worked against the promotion of 

AT, how would you characterize the underlying values of their members? 

30. Would you say that there was a major, identifiable values-based conflict concerning the 

value of AT promotion? 
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31. If so, what was the basis of this conflict? 

32. Would you say that some AT favourable decisions were made mainly in the pursuit of 

non-AT specific goals?  

Probe: An example would be a recreational trail network that is designed for recreational 

and leisure purposes, but that ends up being used for utilitarian transportation. 

Theme 4: Venues, Strategies and decisions 

33. Can you describe what you believe were the main places (venues) that the debate 

concerning AT took place (e.g., municipal council, media, within particular government 

departments, traditional and social media etc.)? 

34. Can you provide an overview of what you believe were the main arguments made both in 

favour or against (directly or indirectly) the promotion of AT? 

35. Would you be able to describe some of the strategies employed by those trying to 

promote AT that you believe were particularly effective? 

Probe: Strategies might include, for example, the creation of alliances, sharing of 

resources, and developing approaches that are complementary to those of allies. 

36. Can you describe any strategies that were designed to promote AT but that ultimately did 

not prove to be successful? 

37. Can you comment on any of the strategies (particularly with respect to their 

effectiveness) employed by those not fully in favour of the promotion of AT? 

38. Was there ever a situation in which a major relevant decision was made because those on 

opposing sides had reached an unacceptable situation of impasse in which the only way 

forward appeared to be compromise? If so, please elaborate on this situation. 
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39. What role, if any, did the winter climate of your city play in terms of determining the 

strategies chosen by both those favouring the promotion of AT and those who were in 

some way opposed? 

Theme 5: Resources and evidence 

40. What would you say were the most important resources at the disposal of advocates of 

AT?  

Probe: Resources might include, for example, money, skillful leadership, favourable 

public opinion, mobilizable supporters, useful technical information, and members in 

positions with substantial legal authority. 

41. Similarly, what would you say were the most important resources at the disposal of those 

not in support of AT? 

42. To what extent would you say that technical information or evidence (health, 

environmental, social studies, data, etc.) played a role in the promotion of AT? 

43. What was this technical information or evidence and how was it used by proponents (or 

opponents) of AT? 

44. Who was responsible for generating this evidence and can you speculate as to whether or 

not this evidence was generated with particular objectives in mind? 

Theme 6: Policy Outcomes 

Interview questions 

45. In terms of policies that were actually implemented, which ones do you think were the 

most important in terms of contributing to the increase on maintenance of AT mode 

shares in your city? 
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46. Are you aware of evidence that supports or questions the effectiveness of particular 

policies (as implemented in your jurisdiction) with respect to the promotion of AT? 

47. Can you describe any policies that were implemented with the goal of increasing levels of 

AT but that you believe were not successful or of questionable value? 

48. Can you describe any policies that have been implemented in order to support AT that 

you would consider promising, but that require further time and analysis to confirm? 

49. Would you say that there were policies adopted as a result of efforts of those not 

supportive of AT?  

Probe: If so, what were they and what effects would you say these had with respect to AT 

promotion? 

50. Would you say that your city made a conscientious effort to promote AT in winter 

conditions? 

51. If you answered “yes” to the above, what would you say are the main policies 

implemented in your city designed to promote AT in winter?  

Probe: Can you comment with respect to their degree of success? 
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Appendix B: Interview Guide (Abbreviated)  

Participant Information 

-In consideration of today’s discussion about active transportation (AT), including walking, 

cycling, and public transit, please describe your relevant experience and the positions you have 

held (as well as associated time periods).  

-Please indicate whether you would consider yourself to be an expert mainly on cycling, 

walking, public transit, or AT in general. 

“Grand Tour” Questions 

-At a high level, what would you say are the main factors that have affected your city’s long-term 

ability (either positively or negatively) to commit to policy (including, notably investment) that 

promotes AT (or walking, or cycling, or public transit specifically)? 

-Would you say that there were some critical time periods during which the promotion of AT (or 

one of its components) was particularly strong? If so, when were they, and what, in your opinion, 

made these periods critical? In other words, what factors would you say facilitated the progress 

achieved (either for AT or for car-oriented mobility) during those time periods? 

Theme 1: Major policy changes and causes  

Explanatory note for participants: 

The Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF) describes major policy change as occurring when 

there are subsystem-wide alterations in policy. Roughly, this means a level of policy change 

connected to relatively deeply held values about the relative importance of particular policy 

challenges and how to meet them. Conversely, minor policy change concerns relatively smaller 

alterations in thought concerning, for example, the specifics of budgets and performance 
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evaluations in particular parts of policy subsystems. This research project is chiefly concerned 

with major policy change.  

-Looking at the issue of the promotion of AT in your city broadly, what would you say have been 

the most important major policy changes over the long term, and what factors do you think 

contributed to the development of those changes? 

Theme 2: External Events 

Explanatory note for participants: 

External events are developments outside the policy subsystem that nonetheless have important 

effects on policy decisions. Largely, this is because they often shift public attention and resources 

either toward or away from policy subsystems. Categories of external events include (1) major 

socioeconomic changes, (2) changes in public opinion, (3), changes in the systematic governing 

coalition, and (4), policy decisions and impacts from other subsystems. 

-Particularly in consideration of any major policy changes as outlined above, would you say that 

at any point during your tenure/experience there were important or major external factors or 

events that made it either easier or more difficult to promote AT (e.g. economic considerations, 

major changes in public opinion, major changes in policies in other areas, the election of 

particular politicians, etc.)?  

Theme 3: Relatively Stable Parameters  

Explanatory note for participants:  

According to the ACF, the category of “relatively stable parameters” includes the basic 

attributes of the problem area or good, the basic distribution of natural resources, the 

fundamental sociocultural values and social structure, and the basic constitutional structure. 

They are described as being stable over long periods of time (100 years), and being important as 
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they structure the nature of the problem, constrain the resources available to policy participants, 

establish rules and procedures for changing policy and reaching collective decisions, and 

broadly, frame the values that inform policymaking. They are said to be resistant to change and 

therefore generally not targeted by policy participants.  

- Can you please name and discuss any background-level factors like geography, sociocultural 

values, social structure, or the political/constitutional structure that you think have particularly 

affected (either positively or negatively) the ability to promote AT in Ottawa/Helsinki? These 

would be factors that would be relatively stable over periods 100 years or more.  

Theme 4: Policy Subsystem  

• Territorial boundary

-In consideration of the issue of the promotion of AT in Helsinki/Ottawa, how would you 

describe the practical geographic boundary of the issue? 

• Actors and Advocacy Coalition Identification

-Who would you say were the main organizations and actors involved in debate concerning the 

issue of the promotion of AT (whether they be in favour, against, or otherwise with respect to the 

issue)? 

Theme 5: Actor and Advocacy Coalition Characteristics  

Explanatory note for participants: 

ACF scholars recommend asking policy participants to identify the major interest groups and 

government agencies involved to help delimit the policy subsystem. With respect to the 

participation of these actors and organizations in advocacy coalitions advocacy coalitions 

include representatives from a variety of governmental and non-governmental organizations who 

share a basic set of normative and causal beliefs, allowing them to act collectively. To be 
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considered an advocacy coalition, policy participants must both (1) share similar policy core 

beliefs and (2) engage in a non-trivial degree of coordination.  

• Pro-AT actors and organizations 

Identification of pro-AT actors/organizations 

-What were the main organizations and who were the main actors that worked to promote AT in 

your city, particularly during any of the critical time periods if these were identified earlier? 

Evidence of coordination 

-Considering the actors working to promote AT in your city, can you comment on the 

connections between these actors and the degree to which they worked together in a coordinated 

manner to influence policy decisions related to AT? 

Policy core beliefs 

-What would you say was the main (or major) factor (s) that motivated those people involved 

(including you personally, if applicable) to promote active transportation (e.g., obvious factors 

would be physical activity, traffic, congestion, the environment, social life, aesthetics, etc.). 

-Another way of phrasing this would be to ask “what was the main problem that they were trying 

to address with the promotion of AT?” 

Probe: What do these actors view as being the cause of the problem, and how do they think it 

should be resolved? 

Seriousness of the problem 

-On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being low priority, 5 being high priority), where would you score the 

level of seriousness of the problem being addressed in your own mind and the minds of those 

working to promote AT? 

Strategies 
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-What do you believe were some of the most useful strategies used in the promotion of AT in 

Ottawa/Helsinki? 

Resources 

-What would you say were some of the most useful resources at the disposal of AT advocates?  

Examples would include money, skillful leadership, public opinion and willing participants for 

advocacy. 

Policy preferences 

-What are some of your major preferences with respect to policy designed to promote AT? I.e. 

what policies do you think are the most important in the promotion of AT? Examples would 

include policies related to AT-favourable infrastructure investment, tax incentives or economic 

policies designed to influence choice of transportation modes, land use/urban planning, and 

marketing. These policies could be ones that were actually implemented in your city, or ones that 

you think hold considerable promise. 

Probe: To what degree do these policies focus on improving conditions for AT as compared with 

discouraging the use of automobiles? 

Obstacles to AT – actors and organizations 

Identification of actors/organizations representing obstacles to AT 

-Who would you say were the main organizations and people who represented obstacles to the 

promotion of AT, particularly during any of the critical time periods if these were identified 

earlier? 

-What would you say was the main (or major) factor (s) that motivated those people involved to 

oppose AT? -Another way of phrasing this would be to ask “what was/is  the main problem that 

they were/are trying to address by favouring more less AT-friendly policies?”. 
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-On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 being low priority, 5 being high priority), where would you score the 

level of seriousness of the problem being addressed in the minds of those working to oppose AT? 

Evidence of coordination 

-Considering the actors representing obstacles to the promotion of AT in your city, can you 

comment on the connections between these actors and the degree to which they worked together 

in a coordinated manner to influence policy decisions related to AT? 

Strategies 

-What do you believe were some of the most useful strategies used in the opposition of AT in 

Ottawa/Helsinki? 

Resources  

-What would you say were some of the most useful resources at the disposal of those 

representing obstacles to AT? Money? Skillfull leadership? Public opinion? Willing participants, 

etc? 

Policy preferences 

-What are some of the major preferences with respect to policy that ultimately results in the 

prioritization of less active, sustainable modes of transport? In other words, what important 

policies are preferred by those interested (explicitly or otherwise) in better conditions for driving 

automobiles before alternative modes?  

Theme 6: Policy Brokers  

-Were there organizations or actors who you would say served as brokers between competing 

coalitions? By brokers I refer to people who attempted to build consensus between opposing 

sides by looking for compromises that would be acceptable to both sides. 

Theme 7: Venues  
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-Can you describe what you believe were the main places (venues) that the debate concerning AT 

took place (e.g., municipal council, elections, media, within particular government departments, 

social media, other places?) 

Concerning the specific challenge of winter 

Explanatory note for participants: 

One of the distinguishing reasons for the choice of Ottawa/Helsinki as a case for this study was 

the fact that these cities experience significant challenges for the promotion of AT as result of 

cold temperatures, snow and darkness during the winter months. Accordingly, participants are 

asked about their perspectives on winter-related considerations the promotion of AT in their 

respective cities. 

-Would you say that the climate of your city, particularly with respect to the relatively cold, dark, 

and snowy winters, has had any particular effect on the ability to promote AT? 

Probe: If so, to what degree are the problems created by these challenges technical (e.g., the 

challenge of having to remove snow from sidewalks, bike lanes, and public transit routes), and to 

what degree are they more political (e.g. the challenge of investment in AT-friendly 

infrastructure and maintenance not being politically popular based on arguments such as 

“nobody will bike in the winter so it isn’t worth building the infrastructure or maintaining it in 

the winter”) 

-Would you say that your city/jurisdiction made a conscientious effort to promote AT in winter 

conditions? 

-If you answered “yes” to the above, what would you say are the main policies implemented in 

your city in order to promote AT in the winter? 

Probe: Can you comment with respect to their degree of success? 
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Additional Comments 

-Given our discussion today, is there anything of particular relevant to the promotion of AT in 

Ottawa/Helsinki that has not already been discussed but that is worth mentioning?  

Suggestions for additional interview participants and documents to consult 

-Would you be able to recommend additional people to conduct interviews with that would be 

able to provide similar information to we discussed today related to the promotion of either AT 

generally, cycling, walking, public transit or in the city of Ottawa/Helsinki?  

-Are there documents that you could either recommend or consult of relevance to the topics we 

discussed today? 
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Appendix C: Interview Analysis Template 

INTERVIEW ANALYSIS TEMPLATE 

Category: Walking or Cycling or Public Transit or General Active Transportation 

Interview participant - name:  

Interview participant – relevant positions held:  

Interview participant – relevant time period:  

RELATIVELY STABLE PARAMETERS 

  

 

POLICY SUBSYSTEM- GEOGRAPHIC BOUNDARY 

 

 

POLICY SUBSYSTEM - ACTORS AND ADVOCACY COALITIONS- 

IDENTIFICATION 

 

 

ACTORS AND ADVOCACY COALITIONS - CHARACTERISTICS 

 
Policy actors in favour of AT (possible coalition members) 

 
• Policy core beliefs – problem definition 

• Policy core beliefs – serious ness of problem 

• Evidence of coordination 

• Strategies 
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• Resources 

• Policy preferences 

Policy actors in some way opposed to AT (possible coalition members) 

• Policy core beliefs – problem definition 

• Policy core beliefs – serious ness of problem 

• Evidence of coordination 

• Strategies 

• Resources 

• Policy preferences 

POLICY BROKERS 

 

 

KEY VENUES 

 

 

EXTERNAL EVENTS 

 

 

MAJOR POLICY CHANGES/CAUSES 

 

 

CONCERNING WINTER AS AT POLICY CHALLENGE 
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND INFORMATION 

 

 

RECCOMMENDATIONS FOR ADDITIONAL PEOPLE TO 

INTERVIEW/DOCUMENTS TO REVIEW 
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Appendix D: Interview Participant List 

Notes:  

1. While participant names have been omitted, all participants consented to having their 
identities revealed. 

2. Roles and titles are as recorded in the interviews and should not be considered exact.  

 

Helsinki 

Participant # Roles/titles – as described 
1.  At time of interview:  

-Paid position for Helsinki Cyclists.  
Previously: 
-Helsinki City Council, (Green Party). Vice Chair 
of the Committee for Infrastructure.  
-Also on City Council Board (includes 30 of the 
85 total councillors). 
- Initiator of the Kaupunkifillari (City cyclists) 
blog.  
-Employed as an assistant to Member of 
Parliament.  
-For the past 2 years employed by the European 
Cyclists’ Federation in Brussels.  
.  

2.  At time of interview: 
-Vice-chairman of Helsinki Cyclists for 2 years 
(with the organization for 5 years) 
 

3.  At time of interview: 
-Member of Helsinki Cyclist Board (for 1 year) 
 

4.  At time of interview: 
-Employee of Finland Futures Research Centre, 
(University of Turku, Department of Economics, 
since 2013 
-Volunteer with Dodo (NGO concerned with 
urban challenges in Finland) 
Previously: 
-Bachelor’s thesis (Political Science) concerning 
Helsinki’s Cycling Policy in 2010. This was one 
of the first studies on urban cycling and related 
policies in Finland from a political science 
perspective. 
-Employee of Finland Futures Research Centre, 
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(University of Turku, Department of Economics, 
since 2013 
Relevant time period: 2009- 
 

5.  At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-Special Planner – Cycling. Helsinki City 
Planning Department (retired in 2009) (head of 
cycling planning in City of Helsinki) 
-Employed in a variety of positions (most 
connected with cycling) between 1971 and 2009 
within Helsinki City Planning Department. 
-Described by many as “Mr. Cycling” in Helsinki 
for his acknowledged role as the leader of the 
development of Helsinki’s cycling network from 
the 1970s until 2009.  
 

6.  At time of interview: 
-Traffic engineer, Responsible Cycle Transport, 
Helsinki City Planning Department. 
-Leads the Helsinki City Planning Department’s 
efforts to promote cycling. 
Relevant time period: 2008- 
 

7.  At time of interview: 
-Bureau Chief, Helsinki Department of Transport 
and Traffic.  
Previously: 
-From 2008 onwards was in charge of the City of 
Helsinki’s efforts to promote cycling for 
transportation. 
Relevant time period: 2008- 

8.  At time of interview: 
-Private consultant: Urban Policy Advisor 
-Urban planning blogger. 

9.  At time of interview: 
-Contract employee of Helsinki City Planning 
Department. Title:  
Transportation Engineer, Helsinki City Planning 
Department 
Previously: 
-Master’s Degree in Transport Planning and Road 
Engineering from Aalto University School of 
Engineering – Concerning concept of mobility as 
a service (MAAS) 
-Earlier studies concerned telecommunications, 
Finnish energy models, and rail transportation. 
 

10.  At time of interview: 
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-Transport Engineer, Public Transport Planner, 
Helsinki City Planning Department. Project 
Manager: Helsinki’s Urban Mobility Policy  
Previously: 
-Master’s Thesis concerned a GIS system to 
support public transport planning.  

11. At time of interview: 
Transport Planner, HSL (Helsinki Regional 
Transport Authority), 2011-2014.  
Previously: 
-Master’s thesis concerned congestion charges. 

12. At time of interview: 
-Enemmistö (pro-AT NGO)Executive Board 
Relevant time period: 1968-present 

13. At time of interview: 
-Enemmistö (pro-AT NGO)  Executive Board 
Relevant time period: 1982- 

14. At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-Worked for private planning firms, including his 
own firm (which is now WSP, based in Montreal), 
from the mid-1960s until the late 2000s. 
-Consultant in urban and transportation planning 
for 40 years. 
-Author of a book about the history of urban 
planning in Finland/Helsinki called “You cannot 
plan people. You can plan stone) 
His website: http://www.penttimurole.fi/Pentti-
Murole-CV 
Relevant time period: 1955- 

15. At time of interview: 
-Head of Strategic Planning Division, Helsinki 
City Planning Department 
-Involved in planning for Espoo/Vantaa and 
Ostersunden (suburbs outside Helsinki city 
boundary) 
Previously: 
-Conducted research with the Centre for Urban 
and Regional Studies (University of Helsinki, now 
Aalto) 
Relevant time period:  
-2005- (but significant knowledge concerning 
longer term history 
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16.  
 

At time of interview: 
Retired 
Previously: 
Member of municipal Labour party (no longer 
exists), then the Green party from the 60s to the 
90s.  
-Member of the City Planning Board from 1970 to 
1992. (Labour party until 1989, Green Party 
between 89 and 92) 
-Lawyer, specializing in planning and 
environmental legislation. This included time 
working with the EU Ministry of Environment 
(planning, building, and nature conservation law). 
-Specialist in EU directives in these files. 
Relevant time period: 1960- 
 

17.  At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-1971-1999 Head of Traffic Planning, Helsinki 
City Planning Department 
-1964-1971, Planning Engineer, Helsinki City 
Planning Department 
-1962-63, completed academic training at 
Berkeley, California. 
Relevant time period:  1964- 
 

18.  At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-Deputy Traffic Planning Chief, Helsinki City 
Planning Department, Traffic Planning Division 
2005-2011 (retired) 
-Bureau Chief, Helsinki City Planning 
Department, Traffic Planning Division, Traffic 
Signals Group, 1991-2005 
-Helsinki City Planning Department, Traffic 
Planning Division, 1974-2011 
Relevant time period: 1974-2011 
 

19.  At time of interview: 
-Member of National Parliament.  
-Member of Helsinki City Council (since 1985). 
Previously: 
 -Former leader of the national Green Party (2001-
2005).  
-Former Minister of Health and Social Services. 
-Licentiate degree in statistics. 
Relevant time period: 1965- 
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20.  At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-Director of Transport and Traffic Planning, 
Helsinki City Planning Department.  
Relevant time period: 1971- 
 

21.  At time of interview: 
-Finnish Transport Agency - Specialist, 
Sustainable Mobility.  
Previously: 
-Sociologist by training 
 

22.  At time of interview: 
Helsinki City Planning Department, Architect, (in 
charge of pedestrian projects in downtown 
Helsinki. 

23.  At time of interview: 
HSL (Helsinki Public Transport), Group Leader. 
Relevant time period: 1994-. Has worked in 
traffic system planning for the last seven years, 
and generally on sustainable transport related 
topics since 1994.  
 

 

Ottawa 

Participant Name Roles/titles – as described 
1.  At time of interview:  

-Manager, Disease Promotion and Prevention. 
Ottawa Public Health. 
Relevant time period: 2011 –  
 

2.  At time of interview: 
-Employee of KPMG (private firm) 
Previously: 
-Chair – Centretown Citizens Planning Committee 
1973-1974 
-Municipal Councillor, Ottawa. 1975-1985 
-Chair, Transportation Committee at Region, 
1980-1985 
-Member of OC Transpo Commission 
-Comprehensive Review of OC Transpo – 1998-
1999 
-Feasibility study of commuter rail – led to O 
Train 
-Risk assessment, funding sources, LRT 
-Studies of winter road/sidewalk maintenance and 
many other municipal functions.  
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3.  At time of interview: 

- City Councillor, Capital Ward, since 2010. 
Previously: 
-Author of several books about sustainable 
management. Co-founder of Clean Air 
Champions.  
-3 years with National Round Table on the 
Environment and the Economy. 
Relevant time period: 2010 - (and certainly 
before this to a significant degree) 
 
 
 

4.  At time of interview: 
- Manager, Transportation Planning, City of 
Ottawa. 
Relevant time period: 2005- 
 

5.  At time of interview: 
-Citizens for Safe Cycling – Advocacy Working 
Group. 
-Friends of the O-Train (public transit lobby 
group) 
-Planning blogger: westsideaction.com 
Previously: 
-B.A., M.A., Geography – focus on land use and 
transportation 
-Canadian Transport Commission 
-Ministry of State for Urban Affairs – Urban 
Networks Branch 
-Transport Canada – Urban Networks Branch, 
Strategic Planning 
-Dalhousie Community Association of Ottawa – 
founding member 
 

6.  At time of interview: 
Director, Federal Approvals and Environmental 
Management, National Capital Commission 
Relevant time period: 2012- 
 

7.  At time of interview: 
Journalist. Fellow with the Canadian Council for 
Democracy (http://thecommons-ccd.com/about/). 
-Contributes regularly to the Ottawa Citizen. 
Blogger. 
Relevant time period: 2010- 

8.  At time of interview:  
-Author, most recently of the soon to be published 
“Transforming Ottawa” concerning the long-term 
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effects of the Gréber plan.  
-City of Ottawa: Program Manager, Zoning 
Intensification and Neighbourhoods, Planning and 
Growth Management Department.  
Relevant time period: 1945- (given research for 
book) 
 
 

9.  At time of interview: 
-Architect (Barry Padolsky Associates Inc.) 
Previously: 
- Part of Action Sandy Hill and numerous other 
citizen-based efforts related to 
preserving/improving community livability. 
Relevant time period: 1965- 
 
 

10.  
 

At time of interview: 
- Executive Director (and co-founder), Ecology 
Ottawa. 
Previously: 
-Executive Director of Climate Action Network 
Canada 
-20 years experience (international) in social and 
environmental justice 
Relevant time period: 2005- 
 

11.  At time of interview: 
-Urban planning blogger 
Previously: 
-Political Assistant to Councillor Dianne Holmes, 
1982-2014 
-Founder of Ottawalk (Ottawa pedestrian lobby 
group). 
Relevant time period: 1970- 
 

12.  At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-Independent consultant 
-Professor of Geography at the University of 
Ottawa, 
- Ministry or State for Urban Affairs 
Relevant time period: 1975- 
 

13.  At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
- Founder, key member of numerous Ottawa-
based walking advocacy groups, notably 
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Ottawawalk, Gottawalk, and most recently, Walk 
Ottawa.  
-Leader of the Green Party of Canada between 
2001 and 2003.  
-Presented with award as father of the pedestrian 
advocacy movement of North America at the 
Congress of Pedestrian Advocates in Oakland CA 
in 2001. 
Relevant time period: 1988- 
 

14.  At time of interview: 
-Senior Engineer, Road Safety Studies, City 
Operations Portfolio, Public Works Department. 
Previously: 
Civil engineer (Calgary). Work involved studies 
on road safety. 
Relevant time period: 1995- 
 

15.  At time of interview: 
-Project Manager, Cycling Programs, City of 
Ottawa. 
Previously: 
-From 1999 worked for the City of Ottawa on 
cycling-related issues. 
-Was the first person hired by the amalgamated 
City of Ottawa to look after cycling for the city.  
-Member (as an advocate) for a cycling advisory 
group for the RMOC towards the end of the 
1990s. 
-Prior to this he was a transportation planning 
consultant. 
Relevant time period: Late 1990s- 
 

16.  
 

At time of interview: 
- Executive Director. Ottawa Centre Ecodistrict 
Previously: 
- Environmental sustainability consultant for last 
25 years. Developed 12 sustainable community 
plans, active transportation frequently being a 
core component. 
Relevant time period: 2012- 
 

17.  At time of interview: 
President, Citizens for Safe Cycling 
Relevant time period: 2009- 
 

18.  At time of interview: 
Program Manager, Strategic Transportation 
Planning, City of Ottawa, Transportation Planning 
Branch, Planning and Growth Management. 
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Relevant time period: 1995- 

19. At time of interview:¸ 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-OC Transpo General Manager, 1981-1993. 
-Director -Planning, OC Transpo 1973-79 
-Assistant General Manager, OC Transpo 1980 
-Director Transportation Planning, RMOC 1976-
79 
Relevant time period: 1970- 

20. At time of interview: 
-Transport Action Canada – Treasurer (former 
President) 
-Heritage Ottawa- President 
-Friends of the O-Train  
Previously: 
Professional Engineer 
Relevant time period: 1989- 

21. At time of interview: 
-Retired 
Previously: 
-Ottawa City Councillor, Capital Ward 1997-
2010.  
-Candidate for Mayor, 2010.  
-Author: Urban Meltdown (concerning 
environmental sustainability and politics) 
Relevant time period: 1997-2010 

22. At time of interview: 
- Executive Director, Transit Ottawa 
(transitottawa.ca) 
Relevant time period: 2007- (considerable 
knowledge about earlier years as well) 

23. At time of interview: 
-Active and Safe Routes to School Program 
Coordinator – Ottawa & Eastern Ontario, Green 
Communities Canada 
Relevant time period: 2009-present 

24. At time of interview: 
- Project leader: SJAM (Sir John A. MacDonald) 
Winter Trail 
Relevant time period: 2015- 
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 Title of the study: Explaining Active Transportation Success in Cities              
with Winter. Helsinki and Ottawa: A Comparative Political Analysis. 

Name of researcher: 
Karl Saidla 
Department of Human Kinetics, Faculty of Health Sciences 

Name of supervisor: 
Dr. Jean Harvey 
Department of Human Kinetics, Faculty of Health Sciences. 

Invitation to Participate: I am invited to participate in the abovementioned 
research study conducted by Karl Saidla and supervised by Dr. Jean 
Harvey. This study is being conducted as part of Mr. Saidla’s Ph.D. 
Thesis. 

Purpose of the Study: The purpose of the study is to investigate the role of 
political factors (e.g., political systems, public opinion, economic interests, 
values, and the way that these affect advocacy efforts) in the promotion of 
active transportation (defined for this research to include the utilitarian use 
of walking, cycling, and public transit) in the cities of Helsinki, Finland, 
and Ottawa, Canada. 

Participation: My participation will consist of completing a single one 
hour interview during which I will be asked to answer relatively open-
ended questions concerning my knowledge related to the active 
transportation policy process in either Helsinki or Ottawa. Provided that 
my permission is given, the interview will be audio-recorded. The 
interview will be conducted in English. The interview has been scheduled 
at both a time and location of my choice. 

Risks: There are no foreseeable risks. I have received assurance from the 
researcher that every effort will be made to minimize any risks that might 
materialize.  

Benefits: My participation in this study will help to fill an identified 
research gap in the understanding of the way that political factors might 
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influence the promotion of active transportation. The promotion of active 
transportation has the potential to bring major health and other (e.g., 
environmental, social, economic) benefits to society at large and to 
Canadians in particular. Given Canada’s current and extremely high rates 
of physical inactivity and obesity, this area is extremely relevant as it has 
significant potential to contribute to the alleviation of both.  
Possible benefits for me personally include the satisfaction to be derived 
from contributing to increasing knowledge with respect to the promotion 
of active transportation.  

Confidentiality and anonymity: I have received assurance from the 
researcher that any information I share will remain both confidential and 
not directly attributed to me without my permission. Should the 
investigator wish to quote any of my remarks directly, he will contact me 
to obtain my permission before doing so.  

I have been assured that should I desire to remain anonymous (which I 
may indicate later in this form), the investigator will make every effort to 
ensure this. In this case, I will be assigned a pseudonym that will only be 
known to the investigator and the supervisor. In the case that a pseudonym 
is assigned to me, I understand that my position, title, and/or organization 
may be revealed. Any documents or information that link the pseudonym 
to my name and the information that I provide during the interview 
process will be stored on a computer with a password known only to the 
investigator. Furthermore, the computer will be stored in either the locked 
private residence of the investigator or a locked office shared only with 
one other graduate student.  

If I consent to having my identity revealed, it is acknowledged that my 
name may appear in all publications stemming from this project, including 
the thesis, presentations, and scientific articles. 

Conservation of data: The data collected, including interview recordings 
and the investigator’s hand-written or type-written interview notes, will be 
kept in a secure manner.  Electronic data (in the form of MP3 and Word 
documents) will be stored on the personal laptop computer of the 
investigator that can only be accessed with a secure password. When the 
investigator is not in possession of the laptop it will be stored at either his 
private residence or a locked office. A copy of the data will be stored on a 
secure computer belonging the Human Kinetics department of the 
University of Ottawa for a retention period of 5 years. The data will only 
be available with the use of a password known only to the investigator and 
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the supervisor. Hard copy data will be either kept directly with the lead 
investigator or in a locked filing cabinet belonging to the investigator. 
After 5 years all data will be either deleted or destroyed. 

Voluntary Participation: I am under no obligation to participate and if I 
choose to participate, I can withdraw from the study at any time and/or 
refuse to answer any questions, without suffering any negative 
consequences. If I choose to withdraw, all data gathered until the time of 
withdrawal will be voluntarily deleted or destroyed. 
Acceptance: I, _____________________agree to participate in the above 
research study conducted by Karl Saidla of the department of Human 
Kinetics, University of Ottawa, whose research is under the supervision of 
Dr. Jean Harvey. 

I consent to have my identity revealed and my name used in all 
publications: YES:     or NO:  

I consent to the audio recording of my interview: YES:     or NO: 

If I have any questions about the study, I may contact the researcher or his 
supervisor.   

If I have any questions regarding the ethical conduct of this study, I may 
contact the Protocol Officer for Ethics in Research, University of Ottawa, 
Tabaret Hall, 550 Cumberland Street, Room 154, Ottawa, ON K1N 6N5 
Tel.: (613) 562-5387  
Email: ethics@uottawa.ca 

There are two copies of the consent form, one of which is mine to keep. 

Participant's signature:  _______________  Date:  __________ 
Researcher's signature: _______________  Date:  __________ 
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