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Abstract
A compact urban form has shown many benefits in efficiency. Yet multiple studies have found that residents of urban,
dense, and centrally located areas travel more frequently than those living in suburbs, small towns, or the countryside.
As air travel is already causing more emissions than ground transport in many affluent urban locations and is predicted
to increase, this pattern could undermine efforts in climate change mitigation. Explanations of these patterns and moti‐
vations for long‐distance travel connected to the built environment have been examined quantitatively before, but with
inconclusive answers. We studied this topic qualitatively in Reykjavik, Iceland, offering an in‐depth perspective through
semi‐structured interviews. Results showed various links between the urban environment and long‐distance travel. Some
indications of compensatory travel behavior emerged, particularly connected to a lack of quality green areas, hectic urban
life, and commuting stress. Compensatory trips were typically domestic. Furthermore, residential preferences seemed
connected to leisure travel preferences—living in green neighborhoods was connected to more domestic travel to nature.
The results show there aremore factors for ‘escape’ trips than urban density and lack of green spaces. Examples of car‐free
lifestyles hindering domestic leisure travel were also found. Our study shows how a qualitative approach offers nuanced
insight into the travel motivations of urbanites. Considering our results and travel motivation literature, the compensation
hypothesis appears to be an overly narrow theoretical framing. Our study supports the conclusion that planning policies
should aim at reducing car‐dependence. Further research is needed for specific policy recommendations.

Keywords
climate change; compensation hypothesis; Iceland; long‐distance travel; Reykjavik; tourism; travel motivation; urban
environment

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Cities, Long‐Distance Travel, and Climate Impacts” edited by Jukka Heinonen (University of
Iceland, Iceland) and Michał Czepkiewicz (University of Iceland, Iceland / Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań, Poland).

© 2021 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu‐
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

Climate change has become an existential threat to
our living environment, vastly due to anthropogenic
impact on global systems (Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change, 2018). Rapidly growing anthropogenic
greenhouse gas emissions have caused Earth to behave
increasingly unpredictably (Barnosky et al., 2012; Steffen
et al., 2018). At the current trajectory, annual green‐
house gas emission will continue to rise, but to reduce

the impact of climate change, global greenhouse gas
emission needed to peak in 2020 and rapidly decrease
afterward (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change,
2018; United Nations Environment Programme, 2019).

Cities contribute to about 3/4 of global energy‐
related CO2 emissions (Hoornweg, Sugar, & Trejos
Gómez, 2011; Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change, 2014; Kennedy, Demoullin, & Mohareb, 2012)
and thus have high climate change mitigation potential
(Bai et al., 2018; Hertwich & Peters, 2009; Wiedmann,
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Lenzen, Keyßer, & Steinberger, 2020). A large part of
emissions generated in cities results from transporta‐
tion, largely attributable to private vehicles (Intergovern‐
mental Panel on Climate Change, 2018; Sims et al., 2014).

Increased density of the built environment and
mixed‐use neighborhoods have been considered as a
path to climate change mitigation in urban areas. This
has been suggested to lead to reduced daily travel dis‐
tances, reduced dependency on cars, and consequently
lower emissions from urban transport (Ewing & Cervero,
2010; Glaeser & Kahn, 2010; Hall, 2014). However, res‐
idents of large cities in central densely built areas tend
to engage in more long‐distance travel than residents
of other areas (Árnadóttir, Czepkiewicz, & Heinonen,
2019; Czepkiewicz, Heinonen, & Ottelin, 2018b). Studies
in affluent locations indicate that the increase in long‐
distance travel among downtown dwellers may offset
the emission reductions in daily travel (Czepkiewicz
et al., 2018a; Ottelin, Heinonen, & Junnila, 2014, 2017;
Reichert, Holz‐Rau, & Scheiner, 2016), and air travel
might become themain source of transport‐related emis‐
sions (Czepkiewicz, Árnadóttir, & Heinonen, 2019).

Several explanations for this phenomenon have
been proposed, such as the compensation hypothesis
(e.g., Holden & Norland, 2005; Næss, 2006), monetary
rebound effects related to car ownership (e.g., Ottelin
et al., 2014, 2017), access to transport infrastructure
(Bruderer Enzler, 2017), geographical clustering of cer‐
tain lifestyles, attitudes, and socio‐demographic charac‐
teristics (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b; Heinonen & Junnila,
2011), and dispersion of social networks (Mattioli &
Scheiner, 2019). While the connections between the
urban environment and local travel behavior have been
broadly studied and are well understood (e.g., Ewing
& Cervero, 2010; Næss, 2012; Næss, Strand, Wolday,
& Stefánsdóttir, 2019), the connections between the
urban environment and long‐distance travel still offer
several areas of investigation (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b).
The majority of studies to date have relied on quan‐
titative data while leaving a gap for more in‐depth
research. Our study takes a qualitative approach, using
interviews to explore the possible connections and
explain correlations between the urban environment
and long‐distance travel.

The study is based on 21 interviewswith people aged
26–42 living in the Reykjavik Capital Region (Reykjavik)
in Iceland, selected from voluntary respondents of a pre‐
ceding survey (e.g., Czepkiewicz et al., 2019; Czepkiewicz,
Heinonen, Árnadóttir, & Njeru, 2020c; Czepkiewicz,
Heinonen, Næss, & Stefánsdóttir, 2020a; Czepkiewicz,
Klaas, & Heinonen, 2020b). Iceland is an interesting sub‐
ject for such a study because it is an island with air travel
being the main mode of transport to any other country.
What is more, 2/3 of its population lives in the capital
area, and its highly affluent society is also highly mobile
(Czepkiewicz et al., 2019; Icelandic Tourist Board, 2018).

The study demonstrates various links between the
urban environment and long‐distance travel. The results

show some indications of compensatory travel behavior,
but the reasons behind it are not completely covered
within the compensation hypothesis frame. The study
identifies potential areas of improvement for the the‐
oretical framing. The results of the study expand on
recent quantitative studies conducted in Reykjavik (e.g.,
Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c) by provid‐
ing a more nuanced understanding of the travel motiva‐
tions of Reykjavik urbanites, and uncovering more kinds
of causal connections between residential location, the
built environment, and long‐distance travel.

2. Background

The connection between urban density and long‐
distance travel has been previously highlighted as
an unintended side effect of densification (Holden &
Linnerud, 2011; Holden & Norland, 2005). From this van‐
tage point, it is vital to study the character of relation‐
ships between urban form and long‐distance travel and
determine to what extent the higher level of leisure
mobility is due to increased urban density and compact‐
ness and to what extent it is a parallel phenomenon
that is largely unaffected or only indirectly affected by
urban form. In recent years, several studies have pro‐
vided possible theoretical explanations and some empir‐
ical evidence in their support, primarily in Western and
Northern European contexts.

2.1. Monetary Rebound Effect

The effect is hypothesized to occur when people living in
dense urban areas reduce costs and emissions because
of structural benefits of urban density, such as smaller
living space and a reduced need for car ownership and
use, but spend the saved money on consumption of
other goods and services, canceling out the benefits (e.g.,
Heinonen, Jalas, Juntunen, Ala‐Mantila, & Junnila, 2013;
Muñiz, Calatayud, & Dobaño, 2013; Næss, 2012, 2016;
Strandell & Hall, 2015). Ottelin et al. (2014, 2017) further
connect reduced car ownership with higher levels of air
mobility among middle‐income groups of Finnish urban‐
ites and suggest focusing on reducing driving rather than
car ownership in urban policies. Conversely, Czepkiewicz
et al. (2019, 2020b) found that high rates of air mobil‐
ity occur particularly among those who drive the most,
concluding that the proposed monetary rebound effect
is not visible in aggregate travel patterns in this highly
affluent locality. Existing qualitative studies conducted
in the Icelandic context did not observe shifts in spend‐
ing between car ownership and flights but pointed to the
existence of similar trade‐offs in daily consumption and
housing costs (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020a).

2.2. Compensation Hypothesis

The compensation hypothesis proposes that people who
live in densely built and populated urban areas might
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want to ‘escape’ it or compensate for its deficiencies
by traveling more for leisure, either domestically or
internationally (e.g., Czepkiewicz et al., 2018a; Holden
& Norland, 2005; Næss, 2006; Strandell & Hall, 2015).
The compensation hypothesis primarily focuses on ‘push’
factors for traveling (cf. Dann, 1977) related to some defi‐
ciencies in the residential environment. As such, it could
potentially provide a causal link between urban planning
policies and long‐distance travel. The deficiencies of the
urban environment typically mentioned in this framing
include a lack of nature in densely built cities and neigh‐
borhoods, and that the travel destinations facilitate con‐
tact with nature (Næss, 2006). Studies on the hypothe‐
sis have thus far been inconclusive (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2020b; Maat & de Vries, 2006). There are clear examples
of seeking nature and calmness as an important moti‐
vation of inner‐city residents’ travel, primarily to domes‐
tic destinations in qualitative studies (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2020a; Næss, 2006) but quantitative studies showmixed
results. Higher urban density and living in a larger city
have been related to higher rates of second home access
(Große, Fertner, & Carstensen, 2019) or use (Strandell
& Hall, 2015), but other similar studies did not find
such association (Næss, 2006). Access to a private gar‐
den and local area density have been associated with
less frequent long‐distance travel for leisure purposes
(Czepkiewicz et al., 2020b; Holden & Norland, 2005) but
the studies have been ambiguous in attributing it to com‐
pensatory behavior. Recent studies also show a lack of
connection between dissatisfactionwith dwellings or res‐
idential neighborhoods and long‐distance travel (Große
et al., 2019). Furthermore, most evidence in favor of the
compensation hypothesis applies to domestic trips and
not international trips (Große et al., 2019). The compen‐
sation hypothesis thus does not appear to be the primary
explanation behind the urban density–air travel correla‐
tion (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018a).

2.3. Residential Self‐Selection

Travel‐related attitudes and preferences can be a reason
for why people choose to live in some areas in the city,
which has been described as residential self‐selection
(Cao, 2014; Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b; Große et al.,
2019; Maat & de Vries, 2006; Næss, 2006). Residential
self‐selection could also point to an effect opposite
to the typical definition of compensation hypothesis,
where, for example, residential location is chosen for
its green and calm character by people who also enjoy
engaging in nature‐ and calmness‐seeking travel out‐
side a city (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020b; Maat & de
Vries, 2006). Therefore, it could prevent the compensa‐
tion effect from showing in quantitative studies. It has
also been hypothesized that nature‐related compen‐
satory behavior explains travel patterns only of those
who are mismatched with their residential environment
(Czepkiewicz et al., 2020b).

2.4. Cosmopolitan Attitudes

It has also been proposed that high mobility of urban
dwellers results from the concentration of cosmopoli‐
tan lifestyles and attitudes in the densest, most lively,
and internationally connected city centers of capital
and other central cities (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b,
2019, 2020a, 2020b; Holden & Norland, 2005; Næss,
2006). Cosmopolitan attitudes describe people’s affinity
towards experiencing different cultures, exploring the
world, and visiting other urban destinations (Czepkiewicz
et al., 2018b; Muñiz et al., 2013; Næss, 2006, 2016).
These attitudes have been connected to a higher fre‐
quency of international flights (Oswald & Ernst, 2021)
and downtown living (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020a, 2020b).
Czepkiewicz et al. (2020a, 2020b) suggest that this is the
most plausible explanation behind the concentration of
high air mobility in urban centers.

2.5. Social Networks

Many long‐distance trips are taken to maintain and
strengthen social connections (Pearce & Lee, 2005).
It has been proposed that high mobility and globaliza‐
tion of social networks is specific for urban lifestyles,
especially among the young, affluent, and well‐educated
urbanites (e.g., Reichert et al., 2016). Some studies point
to the importance of previous international mobility
and temporary migration (Frändberg, 2014) for predict‐
ing air travel intensity (Oswald & Ernst, 2021). Mattioli
and Scheiner (2019) found that first‐generation migrants
tend to travel more by air than other groups, mostly due
to their dispersed social connections.

2.6. Socio‐Demographic and Economic Characteristics

Socio‐demographics could both vary in space and be pre‐
dictive of travel behavior, e.g., childless and single house‐
holds tend to live closer to the city center and travel
more frequently (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b; Heinonen
& Junnila, 2011). Tourism and air travel are also highly
income‐elastic, meaning that the more affluent engage
in it to a higher degree than the less affluent (Ivanova &
Wood, 2020; Lenzen et al., 2018). Studies conducted in
Iceland (e.g., Czepkiewicz et al., 2019) indicate that high
mobility appears in all income groups and that money is
not a limiter to travel, so this explanationmight not apply
to Reykjavik.

This study focuses on the compensation hypothesis
as it potentially connects long‐distance travel behavior
to urban environments more directly compared to other
theories. Noticeably, there exist only a small number
of qualitative studies (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020a; Næss,
2006), and there is a need for a more nuanced and con‐
textual understanding of the topic (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2018b, 2020a, 2020b). Empirical studies have been using
a variety of variables to test the compensation hypoth‐
esis, but have mostly been inconclusive, while studies
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that include qualitative analysis show examples of travel
behavior that underpins the theory (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2020a; Næss, 2006). As noted, the compensation hypoth‐
esis may only partly explain the connections between
the urban environment and travel behavior. Therefore,
when studying this topic, one needs to be ready for
other explanatory concepts to appear during data analy‐
sis (Große et al., 2019; Strandell & Hall, 2015).

3. Research Design

This qualitative study builds on previous quantitative
studies focusing on Reykjavik and is situated in a broader
sequential mixed‐methods research design. These previ‐
ous studies have identified a geographical trend of higher
levels of international air travel among residents of cen‐
tral Reykjavik neighborhoods, partly explained by geo‐
graphical trends in cosmopolitan attitudes, with room
for other explanations (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 2020a,
2020b). No statistical support for the compensation
hypothesis has been found in the case of domestic travel
(Czepkiewicz et al., 2020a, 2020b). Car ownership levels
in Reykjavik are very high,with only the immediate down‐
town area having a higher rate of car‐free households
(Heinonen, Czepkiewicz, Árnadóttir, & Ottelin, 2021).

3.1. Study Area

The Capital Region of Iceland consists of the city of
Reykjavik, which is the country’s center of economic, cul‐
tural, and administrative activity, and the neighboring
municipalities of Kópavogur, Hafnarfjörður, Mosfellsbær,
Garðabær, Seltjarnarnes and Kjósarhreppur (Samtök
sveitarfélaga á höfuðborgarsvæðinu, n.d.). Reykjavik is
the largest urban area in Iceland with a total population
of around 230,000, making up nearly 64% of the coun‐
try’s total inhabitants (Statistics Iceland, 2020). Several
large foreign populations live in Reykjavik, with the
Polish population being the largest sub‐group (Statistics
Iceland, 2019). Reykjavik is currently working with densi‐
fication as a strategy to limit urban sprawl and reduce the
environmental impact (City of Reykjavik, 2014). Today,
the city still has a lowbuilding density and is sparsely pop‐
ulated when compared to other European cities (World’s
Capital Cities, 2020). Reykjavik has several large green
spaces and a waterfront in and around the city which
people enjoy for leisure. The public transport system
is based on buses only, and large parts of the urban
area are not served with diverse or frequent bus con‐
nections. Czepkiewicz, Heinonen, and Árnadóttir (2018c)
have defined five transport‐related urban zones for the
region from pedestrian to bus and car‐oriented zones,
the car zone having a dominant role (see Figure 1).
Population density of the central pedestrian zone is
higher than most other areas but similar to some of the
less central areas (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018c). However,
due to workplace proximity and good walking access to
services, the zone allows for a higher share of car‐less

households than do other zones (Heinonen et al., 2021).
In this article, we refer to the central pedestrian zone
and its fringe as ‘downtown,’ ‘the city center,’ or ‘central
and dense areas,’ and to the remaining zones as ‘subur‐
ban areas.’

3.2. Methods

Data was collected through semi‐structured interviews,
which were conducted one‐on‐one at the respondent’s
chosen location in 2019 and 2020, finishing before
Covid‐19 restrictions were placed. This method can
deepen the understanding of the connections between
the urban environment and people’s motivations for
long‐distance travel (Berg, 2009; Berg & Lune, 2017;
Leech, 2002; Ngumbi& Edward, 2015). Furthermore, sev‐
eral previous studies have called for more qualitative
studies on the matter (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019, 2020b;
Næss, 2006, 2016). The method aims to complement
the recent studies done in Reykjavik which have mainly
been using quantitative data (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019,
2020a, 2020b).

Semi‐structured interviews allow the researcher
to ask further questions if interesting points are
raised (Berg, 2009; Ngumbi & Edward, 2015; Waller,
Farquharson, & Dempsey, 2016). The questions have a
guiding function and allow the interviewee to express
their thoughts freely within the predetermined topics.
These are often in the form of open‐ended questions
(Berg & Lune, 2017; Leech, 2002; Ngumbi & Edward,
2015). Interviewing allows one to see how a person
reacts to different topics, which could hint at underlying
attitudes (Leech, 2002). On the other hand, there is a risk
of misinterpretation of results by the researcher (Leech,
2002). To minimize this risk, extra notes were made dur‐
ing the interviews, and two researchers participated in
the interpretation process.

3.3. Data Collection and Analysis

Respondents from a previous survey who had volun‐
teered for further research (Czepkiewicz et al., 2019,
2020a, 2020b, 2020c) were contacted to participate in
the study. Of those volunteers, people still living in
Reykjavik were selected to be interviewed, with an aim
for a balanced selection regarding residential location,
income level, and car ownership. The interviewees were
men and women of various backgrounds between the
ages of 26–42. Each interviewee was assigned an ID (for
example I1, M40, where I1 stands for the order of the
interview,M for gender ‘male’ and F for ‘female,’ and the
last two digits are the age of the person; see Table 1).

A total of 21 interviews were collected, transcribed,
and analyzed. The interviews consisted of questions cov‐
ering the topics of neighborhood and dwelling, daily
travel, and travel modes, traveling away from the city
domestically and abroad, and lastly, environmental atti‐
tudes connected to travel. The interviewees were made
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Figure 1. Residential locations of interview participants in Reykjavik Capital Region and its travel‐oriented urban zones.

aware beforehand of the broad topics that the ques‐
tions would cover, but not the specific questions them‐
selves to receive authentic responses. The interviews
took between 45 to 90 minutes and were conducted in
English, Icelandic or Polish, with the latter two later trans‐
lated into English by the interviewer whose native lan‐
guage was the language of the interview. The analysis
was performed on the English versions only.

For analysis, a two‐step interpretation process was
followed, as described by Næss (2018) and Czepkiewicz
et al. (2020b). The first step was interpreting individual
answers to the set of 35 predetermined themes and guid‐
ing questions. The second step involved summarizing the
individual interpretations into an overall interpretation
of each theme.We allowed for new themes to emerge as
well. Each interview was interpreted by two researchers:
The lead author performed both steps of interpretation,
and a second researcher validated them.

4. Results

Our results showed various links between the urban envi‐
ronment and long‐distance travel. Compensatory behav‐
ior was detected, but other causal links emerged as well.
Moreover, signs of compensatory behavior through com‐
plex causal chains were found, the complexity poten‐

tially explaining partially why previous quantitative stud‐
ies have often found no or only weak evidence of com‐
pensatory behavior. The presentation of the results is
divided into three subsections of urban density, green‐
ness, and broader urban environment.

4.1. Urban Density, Compactness, and Car Ownership

Density near people’s dwellingswas not noted by respon‐
dents as bothersome. A few said that they would not like
their immediate urban environment to get any denser,
but none raised urban density as the reason to travel
more. Besides, we found an indirect influence of city
compactness on long‐distance travel mediated through
car ownership (Figure 2A). Residents of the city center
can opt for a car‐free lifestyle due to proximity to services
and workplaces:

I can’t stand cars, I preferably want never to be close
to them, umm, which is another thing which is a com‐
plete luxury [in downtown]. I can walk on the street
to work, I just go down one street… it’s really calm car
traffic, which I really like. (I8, F38)

Yeah, we were looking for [a place in] the central area,
where we could be car‐free, or pretty much car‐free…
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Table 1. Overview of respondents in the study.

ID Dwelling type Household type Car Employment status Urban zone

I1, M40 Apartment Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Basic public transportation
I2, F40 Apartment Single or other Yes Employed full‐time Fringe of the central pedestrian
I3, M29 Detached house Single or other Yes Employed full‐time Intensive public transportation
I4, M29 Apartment Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Fringe of the central pedestrian
I5, F29 Apartment Couple No Employed full‐time Central pedestrian
I6, M41 Semi‐detached house Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Car‐oriented
I7, F40 Detached house Family w. children Yes Self‐employed/ Car‐oriented

Entrepreneur
I8, F38 Apartment Family w. children No Employed full‐time Central pedestrian
I9, F26 Detached house Single or other Yes Other Central pedestrian
I10, F37 Apartment Single or other Yes Employed full‐time Fringe of the central pedestrian
I11, F30 Detached house Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Car‐oriented
I12, M36 Apartment Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Central pedestrian
I13, F39 Apartment Family w. children No Unable to work Car‐oriented
I14, F36 Apartment Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Fringe of the central pedestrian
I15, F36 Other Family w. children Yes Employed full‐time Fringe of the central pedestrian
I16, F34 Apartment Couple Yes Employed full‐time Car‐oriented
I17, F30 Apartment Couple Yes Employed full‐time Basic public transportation
I18, F36 Apartment Couple Yes Student Car‐oriented
I19, F42 Semi‐detached house Family w. children Yes Student Car‐oriented
I20, F27 Apartment Single or other Yes Student Fringe of the central pedestrian
I21, F42 Other Single or other Yes Employed full‐time Car‐oriented

so it was just that, sort of mainly that with the car‐
lessness and local services. (I4, M29)

Several suburban dwellers brought up that they could
not live in the city center, since they need a car for some‐
thing important to them, which is made difficult due to
the lack of parking spaces or higher dwelling expenses
in the city center. This is illustrated by the following:
“I have to say the price is a very strong influence and the
size…we have to have parking space as we have somany
cars, so we could never go and live downtown Reykjavik”
(I18, F36).

A car‐free lifestyle can, in turn, limit one’s options
for domestic travel and thus could encouragemore inter‐
national travel as an alternative. I5, F29, stood out in
the study—she has chosen to live in a central area of
Reykjavik to enable a car‐free lifestyle, although not own‐
ing a car means she cannot travel domestically as fre‐
quently as she used to when owning a car. On the other
hand, living in this environment and not having the pos‐
sibility for domestic travel makes her feel claustrophobic.
Instead, she now takes more trips abroad. She describes
her situation as follows:

It’s just about cities, there’s something like claus‐
trophobia and an overwhelming feeling that I can’t
stand….[We travel domestically] a lot less since we

sold the car. We used to do it a lot….It’s expensive
to take the bus there….And that’s what I miss—just
getting outside a little bit, getting some nature, with‐
out having to borrow anything or anything like that.
(I5, F29)

In international travel, city trips for sightseeing and cul‐
tural experiences are common among several respon‐
dents, but nature trips, particularly to cabins, are pre‐
ferred domestically. Furthermore, those who own both
a car and a cabin in the countryside tend to take fre‐
quent domestic trips additionally to international ones.
The same people might also choose not to live in the city
center, which indicates an indirect causality of the built
environment on long‐distance travel through car owner‐
ship. It can also be deducted that the cost of owning both
a cabin and a car might limit one’s international travel.
An example is I1, M40, who owns a summer house and a
car, likes taking four to five trips to the summer house
per year, and says going abroad would require saving
up: “The salary isn’t too high so you know I haven’t, or
you know I would have to save up, scrape together for a
trip, and so that maybe reduces the interest somewhat”
(I1, M40).

Other than the two cases observed of central
dwellers (I8, F38; I4, M29), who had a strong prefer‐
ence for international trips to cities rather than to nature,
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there was no clear connection between residential loca‐
tion and international travel preferences. Both respon‐
dents preferred commuting on foot, did not own a cabin,
and had no longing for domestic nature trips. Their low
car dependence and low expenditure on domestic trips,
and their preference for city trips, which are often direct
and available for low airfare, might be what resulted in
more frequent international leisure travel. All in all, it
seems that these factors are strongly interconnected and
thus it is difficult to separate one from the other.

4.2. Greenness

To capture the potential impact greennessmight have on
long‐distance trips taken by the respondents, the respon‐
dents were asked about their perceptions of the green‐
ness of the urban environment in Reykjavik in general
and that of the neighborhood they live in. Questions
about neighborhood greenness were included both as a
potential factor in choosing the current residential loca‐
tion as well as to find out how it was perceived at the
time of the interview. Furthermore, they were asked if
they possess a yard or have access to one, if they utilize
it, and if they feel that this affects their travel choices.

Respondents described Reykjavik to be generally
‘green enough’ (i.e., I11, F30; I16, F34; I17, F30).
The interviews highlighted that the quality of green areas
is more important than the access to green areas near
their dwellings. If a green area is not inviting, people do
not use it and therefore it cannot have a direct impact on
their travel behavior.

Access to a private yard or garden was found to have
some implications for domestic travel behavior, but less
for international. It could be observed that some peo‐
ple who have gardens and use them actively might take
fewer domestic trips because of that (i.e., I10, F37; I20,
F27; I11, F30):

Yeah, so like, in the summer when I can actually be
in my garden, like now it’s just a thick layer of snow,
I spend more time there, rather than taking these
trips, I feel at least. (I20, F27)

There is a lot less stimuli exactly here because I’m just
looking at a tree if I look outside… if I was in downtown
then there would always be stimuli but here, some‐
how. Yes, it’s just… it maybe has minimized the desire
[to travel]. (I10, F37)

Yes, I think it matters less to go someplace else when
you’ve got a nice setup to just be here on the sun deck,
or out in the sun. (I11, F30)

Some actively use their garden and travel more domes‐
tically, but less internationally (I19, F42; I7, F40; I16,
F34; I21, F42). A parallel pattern emerged for these
respondents: They are people who have a preference
for outdoor activities and being in nature regularly. They

have chosen to live in locations with access to a garden
or green area (a sign of residential self‐selection) and
actively enjoy nature (Figure 2C). They also take more
domestic trips into nature for activities like hiking and ski‐
ing. This situation is exemplified by respondent I21, F42,
who said: “What I want is [to be] close to nature and a
good walking area” when talking about her preferable
residential neighborhood qualities, and who likes out‐
door activities in both everyday life and away from town.

What is more, interviewees who live in greener areas
have mentioned that greenness is good for their wellbe‐
ing and reduces their need to travel in general (I17, F30;
I10, F37; I20, F27; I9, F26; I7, F40). One interviewee illus‐
trates her neighborhood as follows:

I often feel like during the summer; I feel like I live
somewhere in the Nordic countries. There is so much
forest in there; this is kind of weird… you just feel the
smell of the trees, I don’t knowwhat it is completely…
you feel like this is a Swedish forest. It’s a good feeling.
(I7, F40)

While the connections between urban green spaces and
domestic travel were easier to observe, the connection
to international travel could also be noticed. Two cases
were observed among residents of the city center (I4,
M29; I8, F38) where the person does not have any access
to a garden and prefers to travel internationally, but they
did not make this connection consciously themselves.
Interestingly, both these respondents felt that they did
not need a garden and both preferred international trips
to other cities rather than to natural areas.

4.3. Stress and Stimuli in the Urban Environment

Alongside the immediate residential environmental char‐
acteristics like density, proximity, and greenness, it was
evident from the interviews that broader urban envi‐
ronments and lifestyles can have an impact on leisure
travel behavior. Respondents mention stimuli in an envi‐
ronment beyond their dwellings and neighborhood, con‐
nected to the pace of life, as something that makes them
feel the need to get out of the city (I5, F29; I9, F26; I15,
F36; I19, F42; I10, F37) and into nature (I1, M40; I5, F29;
I17, F30). Respondents mention a fast‐paced lifestyle in
the city, bothersome daily commute to work, and a lack
of cultural diversity in activities (e.g., restaurants) as push
factors for leaving the city:

I suppose it’s just to escape for a bit from the tumult
of the city….I feel like most Icelanders like getting out
into nature a bit. (I1, M40)

Reykjavik—it’s not a very big city, but people are really
stressed. They drive badly and you know, it’s like you…
you feel it in the air somehow. So as soon as you
get out, it’s a completely different pace even though
you’re not exactly having a cottage in the mountain,
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but just staying in a little village… it’s a lot quieter and
more calm. (I19, F42)

It’s just about cities, there’s something like claustro‐
phobia and an overwhelming feeling that I can’t stand.
(I5, F29)

Umm, most often it’s that I want to get away from
the… like a tornado, it can be a bit. It’s the culture that
you always have to be doing something and go some‐
where and la‐la‐la. (I10, F37)

The explanations people give could further indicate that
the stressors or deficiencies in the urban environment
(dwellings, neighborhood, general atmosphere) are not
something that people actively recognize, often accept‐
ing them as a part of regular urban living. Respondent
I19, F42 describes a hectic urban atmosphere, adding
that “you feel it in the air somehow.” Besides, daily com‐
mutes to work have beenmentioned as bothersome due
to long distance from dwellings (I2, F40; I11, F30; I21,
F42) and a stressful driving culture (I19, F42). Yet when
talking about why they travel, respondents reveal a need
for something that the urban environment does not pro‐
vide for them, whether it be calmness, relaxation, or a
general wish for being in nature. As a response to these
urban stimuli and stressors, domestic trips, particularly
short weekend trips to summer houses, are taken often.

There are also some (e.g., I4,M29; I17, F30)who seek
different cultures and therefore travel internationally to
other cities for relaxation. One respondent (I17, F30) pro‐
vided a comparison of her experiencewith downtown liv‐
ing and suburban living, saying that there was “nothing
to do” and a lack of variety in leisure activity options in
her new more suburban area. There seems to be a need
for activities and activity spaces near dwellings. The com‐
plexity of urban deficienciesmight thus explain why com‐
pensatory trips are taken to other urban destinations as
well as to natural environment locations.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

5.1. Discussion of the Results and Theoretical
Contribution

The findings showed that general push factors of the
urban environment play a role in Reykjavik, primarily,
a lack of good quality green spaces and urban stress
for domestic travel, and a lack of activities and diver‐
sity for international travel. The study found some issues
with the premise of the compensation hypothesis, which
allegedly challenges urban densification policies (Holden
& Linnerud, 2011; Holden&Norland, 2005). Even though
the theory is directly connected to the physical urban
environment, it does not provide the most compelling
explanation for the relationship between residential loca‐
tion, built environment, long‐distance travel patterns in
Reykjavik. The results indicate more complex relation‐

ships between the urban environment and leisure travel
behavior. As Næss (2006, 2016) has suggested, even if
there are indications of a denser urban form being con‐
nected to increased leisure travel in some cases, such
findings do not necessarily challenge densification as a
climate change mitigation strategy. Instead, qualitative
studies such as this one might provide the much‐needed
information to fill the gaps, creating a broader overview
of travel motivations among urbanites.

In this study, density was not mentioned by respon‐
dents as a push factor for taking more long‐distance
trips, which challenges the premise of the compen‐
sation hypothesis, wherein increased urban density is
connected to increased leisure travel (e.g., Holden &
Norland, 2005; Holz‐Rau, Scheiner, & Sicks, 2014; Næss,
2006; Strandell & Hall, 2015). This could be explained
by the relatively low built environment and population
density in Reykjavik, compared to other capital cities
(World’s Capital Cities, 2020). It is still possible that
in higher‐density cities the negative impacts would be
more prominent. A different kind of causal connection
between living in a central and dense location and long‐
distance travel was detected, in which central living
encourages car‐free lifestyles (see Heinonen et al., 2021,
for an in‐depth analysis) which in turn hinders domes‐
tic travel and encourages international travel instead
(Figure 2A). The pattern is also visible in quantitative
analyses, in which car ownership was connected to a
higher frequency of domestic leisure trips (Czepkiewicz
et al., 2020b). This kind of rebound effect is differ‐
ent from the monetary rebound proposed by Ottelin
et al. (2014, 2017), but works in a similar direction. Our
findings show some degree of substitutability between
domestic and international travel, which points to the
idea of constant monetary or temporal travel budgets
that underpin theories of rebound (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2018a).

The study also explains why people who live in
greener suburbs might be taking more domestic trips
than thosewho live elsewhere. Some of thosewho enjoy
nature and outdoor activities choose to live in a greener
area with good access to open spaces, typically subur‐
ban, to realize their preferences in both everyday leisure
activities and in domestic trips. Suburban locations also
enable owning a car, which further facilitates domestic
travel (Figure 2B). It exemplifies the tendencies behind
the residential self‐selection theory (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2018b; Große et al., 2019; Maat & de Vries, 2006; Næss,
2006), which operate in an opposite direction to the typi‐
cal compensation hypothesis (Czepkiewicz et al., 2020b).
In the quantitative study by Czepkiewicz et al. (2020b),
high preference for a green residential environment cor‐
related with living away from the city center and close
to large green areas and was a significant predictor of a
higher frequency of domestic leisure trips. It confirmed
that tendencies in residential choices documented in
interviews are common and influence the aggregate pat‐
terns of leisure travel. Similarly, as in Czepkiewicz et al.
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Figure 2. Connections between residential location characteristics and long‐distance leisure travel detected in the study.

(2020a), the interviewees in this study were satisfied
with their dwellings and/or neighborhood, which sug‐
gests a high strength of residential self‐selection tenden‐
cies in Reykjavik. The age range and good material situ‐
ation of the respondents might have influenced this as
they have a stable living situation, most of them being
the owners of their dwellings and therefore probably
invested time into choosing a location suitable to their
lifestyle, preferences, and needs. This kind of residen‐
tial self‐selection related to nature/outdoors preferences
might thus prevent existing examples of compensatory
travel behavior from showing in aggregate analyses.

Several respondents noted experiencing stress cre‐
ated by the hectic and fast pace of the city (e.g., I5, F29;
I19, F42; I10, F37)—it is “just in the air somehow” (I19,
F42). People need to escape the city because of it (I5, F29;
I9, F26; I15, F36; I19, F42; I10, F37). Urban stress caused
by noise, traffic, pollution, crowding and a hectic environ‐
ment has been mentioned in studies about compensa‐
tion hypothesis before (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b; Næss,
2006; Strandell &Hall, 2015). Our study strongly suggests
that urban stress is an important push‐factor for compen‐
sation or escaping behavior. A common response was
taking short domestic trips, particularly on weekends,
into natural destinations with the aim of relaxation and
feeling less “stuck” (I6, M41). It was difficult, however, to
connect this general stress and pace of urban living with
particular residential locations or density levels. There
were examples of both inner‐city and suburban residents
experiencing this kind of effect in our sample. It appears
to be a more general urban condition, related to the
demands of everyday life that are not directly related
to residential location and built environment character‐
istics on a neighborhood level.

A more direct connection between residential loca‐
tion and the need to escape the city points to the stress

associated with long commutes and driving (Figure 2C).
This effect is similar to the typical compensation hypoth‐
esis but has an inverted meaning for urban planning poli‐
cies: it is not only densification or compact city policies
thatwould induce escape travel, but also car dependence,
which in Reykjavik is particularly high and deeply rooted
in its mobility culture (Heinonen et al., 2021). Similarly,
as in other cities (Cao, Næss, & Wolday, 2019; Ewing &
Cervero, 2010), car ownership rates in Reykjavik are lower
in centrally located and densely built areas than else‐
where (Heinonen et al., 2021). Our findings thus suggest
that the compensation hypothesis should be re‐thought
and expanded if indeed it is true that long commutes by
car induce escape trips rather than, or similarly as, neg‐
ative side‐effects of density. It might be, as suggested in
Czepkiewicz et al. (2020b), that different types of urban
environments and exposure to them are all connected
to motivations to travel away, but the types of trips and
modes of travel vary. Our findings also expand on stud‐
ies that connect commuting with well‐being deteriora‐
tion (Morris & Guerra, 2014; Stutzer & Frey, 2008) by
adding an environmentally detrimental effect in the form
of induced ‘escape’ trips. Relationships between urban
form and leisure travel are further complicated by car‐
ownership effects. For instance, I5, F29 chose to move to
a central neighborhood to stop using a car, but also says
that the city feels “claustrophobic” to her and she needs
to get away. However, she cannot revert to her domestic
travel habits because she has no car.

It was noticed that lack of greenness and good
quality green spaces in Reykjavik could be a push fac‐
tor motivating domestic leisure trips, which is in line
with the compensation hypothesis and previous research
(Czepkiewicz et al., 2020b). Holden and Linnerud (2011),
and Næss (2006) emphasize the importance of urban
green areas’ quality for their usage. Participants of this
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study recognized that there are green areas available in
their neighborhoods, but they do not use them much.
Previous studies on the compensation hypothesis have
shown some connection between having a private gar‐
den and traveling less domestically, or not having one
and traveling more internationally (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2020b; Holden & Norland, 2005; Strandell & Hall, 2015).
The connection also occurs in our study. Similar to the
usage of green spaces, active usage of the garden was
key in potentially reducing domestic travel.

Our results also showed that the lack of cultural
diversity in Reykjavik makes some seek it abroad—an
aspect more in line with the cosmopolitan attitudes
theory (Czepkiewicz et al., 2018b; Muñiz et al., 2013;
Næss, 2006, 2016) and novelty‐seeking travel motiva‐
tions (Pearce & Lee, 2005). What is more, our study
shows that a trip abroad to another urban destina‐
tion can offer relaxation as well. The compensation
hypothesis traditionally considers natural destinations
for this purpose, indicating its narrow theoretical scope.
Czepkiewicz et al. (2020b) provide quantitative support
for this theory by revealing that geographical clustering
of high international mobility in Reykjavik’s city center is
mainly due to the clustering in cosmopolitan attitudes.

Theoretical limitations also pertain to focusing on
specific push factors, while overlooking others. Our study
indicates that features which one might compensate for,
or escape from, extend beyond the residential environ‐
ment. People interact with diverse urban areas in daily
life, and therefore a broader definition of living environ‐
ment would need consideration. Also, other aspects of
urban lifestyles, such as fast pace of life, overstimulation,
or general stress of daily life might motivate escape trips,
which is noted in travel motivation literature. Crompton
(1979) mentions a ‘mundane environment’ as a push fac‐
tor, while Pearce and Lee (2005) identify getting away
from various stresses, pressures, routines, worries, and
everyday demands as important motivations to travel.

Furthermore, the assumption of nature‐seeking
travel motivation predominates the compensation
hypothesis, while tourism literature notes that it is far
fromdominant, and highlights the importance of novelty‐
seeking, strengthening personal relationships, and self‐
development (Pearce & Lee, 2005). People also differ in
their travel preferences, which makes the compensation
hypothesis narrowly applicable. The definition of com‐
pensation also typically does not account for other defi‐
ciencies created by the built environment such as noise,
crowding, pollution, or broader environmental factors,
such as lack of sun or harsh weather (Czepkiewicz et al.,
2018b). Finally, the primary focus of the compensation
hypothesis on the potentially adverse effects of densi‐
fication obfuscates environmental adversities resulting
from car dependence and urban sprawl. Overall, the
takeaways from this study and travel motivation liter‐
ature suggest that the compensation hypothesis is an
overly narrow framework that is unlikely to explain a
large proportion of leisure trip motivations.

5.2. Study Limitations

The authors recognize the limitations of the study.
Firstly, predetermined topics and questions in interviews
enabled us to explore topics in‐depth and link them to
previous work (Leech, 2002; Ngumbi & Edward, 2015),
but also limited the emergence of new themes. A similar
issue could emerge from the analysis method described
by Næss (2018). Secondly, there is a common risk of mis‐
interpreting qualitative data, potentially stemming from
cultural or language barriers, or personal bias (Berg &
Lune, 2017; Ngumbi & Edward, 2015). Thirdly, although a
qualitative approach can help explain patterns, the error
margin in interpretation means that the strength of evi‐
dence is still dependent on the researchers’ bias and
the context (Leech, 2002). Involving other members of
the research team at different stages, however, poten‐
tially helped minimize these effects. Fourthly, the inter‐
view results cannot be generalized for the whole popula‐
tion (Galvin, 2015). However, simply because there is no
strong evidence, it does not mean that a connection is
not there (Strandell & Hall, 2015).

Notably, we did not find much evidence on other
hypothesized explanations for the urban form–travel
connection, such as cosmopolitan attitudes or globalized
social networks. While these issues appear in our inter‐
views, they are not explicitly connected to residential
locations. We do not see it, however, as evidence against
these explanations, but rather an inability to uncover
connections that are not within the conscious reflection
of study participants. For instance, people with a cos‐
mopolitan outlook might tend to choose inner‐city resi‐
dential locations (e.g., Czepkiewicz et al., 2020b), with‐
out explicitly realizing it. We also observed that respon‐
dents struggled with consciously making connections
between the urban environment and reasons to travel.
Connections, if any, were more often implied, owing to
the subconscious nature of motivation.

5.3. Future Study Recommendations

The study suggests that a critical evaluation of the
definition of the compensation hypothesis is needed.
We encourage further conceptual work that would go
beyond the narrow framing and elaborate on more
diverse links between urban environment and leisure
travel. It should be supported with more qualitative
or mixed methods studies, including using other quali‐
tative research methods (e.g., focus group interviews).
We encourage including the connections identified in
our study (Figure 2) in future quantitative studies to
assess their prevalence in general samples. Expanding
studies on the connection between preferred travel des‐
tinations and residential location to include household
situations or life stages to better distinguish between
preferences on one hand and choices on the other could
provide valuable information on the connection. The con‐
scious connections between the urban environment and
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travel behavior could be researched in the field of
travel psychology.

Furthermore, we encourage using unified and/or
comparable methodologies and expanding the set of
environmental characteristics with the perception of
noise, air pollution, crowding, commuting stress, and
other sources of annoyance and dissatisfaction, not lim‐
ited to the built environment (e.g., hectic schedules).
There is a general need to study push factors connected
to everyday life and their influence on both medium‐
and long‐distance leisure travel in the context of reduc‐
ing travel demand. One might hypothesize that improve‐
ments in everyday liveability, such as work time reduc‐
tions, could minimize the need to ‘get away,’ but there
is currently not enough evidence on the influence of
such interventions on travel demand. Further research
should also strive to better understand the importance
of green space quality and accessibility on meeting the
recreational needs of urban dwellers within cities with‐
out the need to get away. Particularly relevant for urban
planning is studying how cities can strive for reducing car‐
dependence, e.g., through densification, while protect‐
ing green spaces and improving equitable access to them
for all residents (Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015).

Other factors, such as cosmopolitan attitudes and
social networks, should be explored using qualitative and
quantitative methods as well (Mattioli & Scheiner, 2019;
Oswald & Ernst, 2021). However, one should remember
that evidence of these other explanations does not elim‐
inate the possibility of compensating for the deficiencies
of the urban environment (Strandell &Hall, 2015), or vice
versa. Czepkiewicz et al. (2018b) note that distinguishing
between seeking and escaping behavior within the com‐
pensation hypothesis might help better understand links
between urban environments and leisure travel. What
follows, is the need to consider travel motivations more
explicitly in future studies.

5.4. Policy Relevance

We identify a link between long commutes by car and
escape trips, which suggests that an improved public
transport system and reducing travel distances through
densification could reduce stress and the need to get
away. The issue of car dependence also pertains to
domestic travel, as a lack of a private vehicle hinders the
possibility to travel within Iceland. On the other hand,
reduced car ownership might lead to increased travel
by airplane through monetary (Ottelin et al., 2014) or
other kinds of substitution. Similarly, policies to reduce
everyday life demands, e.g., work time reductions, could
potentially limit the need for escape travel, but could also
expand travel time budgets and thus encourage more
leisure mobility (Kallis, Kalush, Flynn, Rossiter, & Ashford,
2013). Our results on car‐dependence, green spaces,
and domestic travel support a common conclusion (e.g.,
Haaland & van den Bosch, 2015) that planning policies
should aim at reducing car‐dependence through com‐

pact and transit‐oriented development while protecting
and improving access to quality green areas. Further
research is needed before more specific policy recom‐
mendations can be formulated.
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