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of representation of women among cyclists, restraining social norms, and gender inequalities in general. These 
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1. Introduction 

In 2018, David Sayagh showed that French teenage girls, in Montpellier and Strasbourg, cycle less 

than teenage boys, as a result of restrictive social injunctions limiting their free movement within 

public spaces. The latter discourages girls from engaging into “solitary, adventurous, improvised, 

and occupying bicycle practices” when such practices are very popular among boys (Sayagh, 2018). 

Such findings underscore that the right to the city, as conceptualized by Henri Lefebvre, is not equally 

shared among city dwellers. The way the city is used and experienced by them is indeed not neutral, 

and is influenced by their gendered identities and experiences. While cycling can benefit everyone’s 

health and environment, it thus faces many challenges when it comes to diversity. The purpose of 

this study is to reveal how gender inequalities are produced and reproduced through cycling, and 

contribute to mitigate them. 

The literature on cycling and gender reveals a gender gap in cycling in many Western countries. 

Research on the topic is quite detailed in the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, New 

Zealand, and Australia where women cycle less than men (Bonham & Wilson, 2011; Singleton & 

Goddard, 2016; Aldred & Dales, 2017; Mitra & Nash, 2018; Shaw et al., 2020).  Northern European 

countries such as the Netherlands, Denmark, or Germany, on the other hand, are not affected as much 

by this gap (Pucher & Buehler, 2012; Goel et al., 2021). In France, research on cycling and gender 

is much more recent and limited, but also points out a gender gap in several cities, including Lyon 

(Sayagh, 2018; Adam, 2018; Vietinghoff, 2021; Abord de Chatillon, 2021). There, the municipal 

counting of the total number of cyclists in 2017 showed that only 40% of them are women, while the 

female population of the city amounts to 53% (Adam, 2018; Insee, 2022).  

The target 11.7 of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals aims at providing women 

with “an universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible public spaces” (United Nations, 2015). 

Cities play a fundamental role in achieving such goal due to the increasing urbanization , and the 

challenges induced by it (Hoornweg et al., 2016). More specifically, mobility and public safety have 

been identified as key objectives for the development of sustainable cities (ibid). It appears then 

crucial to investigate the factors explaining the gender gap in cycling to produce inclusive urban 

cycling policies, and contribute to urban sustainability. 

Overall, urban cycling policies focus on facilitating cycling by developing cycling infrastructures 

(bicycles lanes, bike parking, bike sharing systems (BSS), etc.). The city of Lyon, in France, is a 

good example of such policy framework. In 2005, it was one of the first cities in Europe to implement 

a BSS (Vogel et al., 2014). Though such implementation was meant to increase cycling levels (Huré, 

2016), three studies in 2014, 2017, and 2020 revealed an existing gender gap, at the disadvantage of 

women, among the BSS’s users (Vogel et al., 2014; Raux et al., 2017; Cambe et al., 2020). In 2020, 

Lyon’s metropolitan administration announced a new urban plan to reorganize the mobility post -

lockdown, and the plan included traditional measures such as increased bicycles lanes, bike parking 

and subsidies (Grand Lyon, 2020).  

Aldred et al. argue that, depending on the area, increased cycling levels might not be sufficient to 

encourage cycling among women and create “an inclusive cycling culture” (Aldred et al., 2016, p.28). 

According to them, the needs and preferences of women, and other under-represented groups among 

cyclists should be taken into consideration when planning and making policies (ibid). These include, 

for instance, the two main barriers found in the literature on gender and cycling to explain lower 

cycling levels among women: safety concerns and the mobility of care  (Ravensbergen et al., 2019). 

However, it is worth asking to what extent infrastructures and financial incentives  often provided by 

cycling policies, may overcome, by themselves, those barriers, as well as the restrictive social 

injunctions raised in Sayagh’ research (2018). Steinbach et al. highlight indeed the usefulness of 

focusing on the questions of what “cycling means to women who do and don’t choose to do it” 

(Steinbach et al., 2011, p.1124) and Ravensbergen et al. argue that there are “underlying gendered 

processes” explaining the gender gap which need to be analyzed through the lens of feminist theories 

(Ravensbergen et al., 2019, p.6). It seems thus crucial to dig a birth further, and investigate other 
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important aspects than infrastructures and financial incentives to understand the gender gap.  

Using qualitative methods, this research aims at filling a research gap by inves tigating the role of 

underestimated socio-cultural factors in mobility policies, the “gendered meanings” attached to 

cycling, as Steinbach et al. suggested (Steinbach et al., 2011, p.1129). The gendered meanings refer 

to how cycling is perceived, interpreted, and appropriated by women. Such approach aims at 

emphasizing the importance of people’s perceptions as key components for the social understanding 

of reality, and may reveal the need for gender-specific measures to increase cycling levels among 

women. Meanings, in this research are associated with what Vincent Kaufmann (2004) refers to as 

appropriation in his theory on motility. Appropriation refers to the meanings that people associate 

with their mobility options. Motility, along with the right to the city, and the feminist theories of 

performativity, intersectionality and embodiment will be used as conceptual framework to shed light 

on the outcomes of this research. The combination of these theories provides indeed valuable lens to 

investigate women's relationship to cycling and reveal how gender can produce specific meanings.  

These theories will be used to answer the following questions:  

• Why is the representation of women lower among cyclists in Lyon?  

• What role do the gendered meanings attached to cycling play in explaining the gender gap in 

Lyon?  

• How can the knowledge of the gendered meanings attached to cycling inform policy making 

aiming at reducing the gender gap in cycling in Lyon?  

The hypothesis is that factors preventing women from cycling more in Lyon are not only the features 

of existing bicycle facilities, but also the result of the gendered meanings attached to cycling, which 

are locally, socially, and culturally constructed. If this hypothesis proves correct, the latter must be 

investigated, and taken into consideration when designing urban cycling policies to create a more 

inclusive cycling environment.   

Overall, this research seeks to contribute to improvements in cycling policies and sustainable urban 

policies in general. It aims at avoiding band-aid solutions, i.e., superficial, or temporary solutions to 

a problem, and addressing the roots of the gender gap through the investigation of women’s meanings 

attached to cycling as well as the “underlying gendered processes” producing them (Ravensbergen et 

al., 2019, p.6). 

2. Literature review 

Cycling and gender are historically intertwined. In the 19th century, the introduction of the safety 

bicycle made cycling more accessible to everyone, and especially to women (Strange & Brown, 

2002). The bicycle has then been intertwined with women’s emancipation movements  as it enabled 

them to challenge “the doctrine of separate spheres” and access, to some extent, male -dominated 

public spaces (ibid, p.616). It also allowed for a change in women’s dressing code, with the right to 

wear bloomers to facilitate cycling (Héran, 2014). The appropriation by women of social norms 

associated to men through cycling, such as strength and independence, has been greatly criticized by 

conservatives (Strange & Brown, 2002). Yet, feminist advocates saw the bicycle as a tool to 

“challenge the status quo” (ibid, p.617). Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a leading figure of the women’s 

suffrage movement fought, for instance, against the preservation of “femininity” and “advice to ride 

gracefully” conservatives advocated for. Instead, she supported the cultivation of “androgynous 

virtues” through cycling (ibid, p.619). In an interview for the New York World, Susan B. Anthony, 

another leader of the women’s suffrage movement answered to the journalist Nellie Bly in 1896, 

February 2nd:  

Let me tell you what I think of bicycling. I think it has done more to emancipate women than 

anything else in the world. I stand and rejoice every time I see a woman ride by on a wheel. 

It gives woman a feeling of freedom and self-reliance. It makes her feel as if she were 

independent. The moment she takes her seat she knows she cannot get into harm unless she 
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gets off her bicycle, and away she goes, the picture of free, untrammeled womanhood. 

[And bloomers] are the proper thing for wheeling. It is as I have said dress to suit the 

occasion. A woman does not want skirts and flimsy lace to catch in the wheel. Safety, as well 

as modesty, demands bloomers or extremely short skirts. You know women only wear foolish 

articles of dress to please men’s eyes anyway . 

Bly, 2014, p.161 

 

Patricia Marks, when writing about 1890s cycling, affirmed that:  

No other individual sport seemed to further the women’s movement so radically […] this 

revolutionary traveling machine changed patterns of courtship, marriage, and work to say 

nothing of transportation, it altered dress styles and language, exercise, and education.  

Marks, 1990, p.184 

 

Today, the potential freedom and independence provided by the bicycle is affected by the existing 

gender gap in cycling that results from a wide range of factors very much context-specific. Women 

remain indeed underrepresented among cyclists in many Western countries (Pucher & Buehler, 2012; 

Goel et al., 2021).  

In a study of 17 countries, including Germany, the Netherlands, and Australia, Goel et al. (2021) 

identified that women tend to be more represented among cyclists in places with high cycling levels , 

than in places with low cycling levels. This increased representation is especially significant among 

children and elderly. On the contrary, women, children, and elderly are always under-represented in 

places with low cycling levels (ibid). These findings can explain to some extent, why countries such 

as The Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany, that benefit from high cycling levels, are  not affected 

as much by the gender gap. This correlation is not automatic though, and the United Kingdom 

provides counterexamples to these findings (Aldred et al., 2016). 

Multiple factors explain the variations of cycling levels, gender, and age representation among 

cyclists, but two main trends can be identified in the literature on that topic: differences in risk 

aversion (Garrard et al., 2008), and complex mobility patterns resulting from unequally shared 

domestic responsibilities (Prati, 2018).  

When it comes to risk aversion, Goel et al. (2021) identified that women, children, and older people 

are less likely to cycle than men and younger adults when the cycling environment is risky or 

perceived as such. They tend to prefer more secure infrastructures, separated from the road, and 

located in areas where traffic is limited (Prati et al., 2019). Prati et al. argue that “the traditional 

social roles of females as care providers and nurturers” explain why they tend to be more cautious 

than men when it comes to risks for health and safety (ibid, p.5). To develop a more inclusive cyclist 

population, Aldred et al. (2016) emphasize that the needs and preferences of under-represented 

groups should be explicitly considered in policies to avoid building “for the stereotypical MAMIL, 

i.e., Middle-Aged Man in Lycra” (Aldred et al., 2016, p.41). Doing so could lead to safer 

infrastructures and the normalization of cycling as it becomes more accessible to everyone (Aldred 

& Dales, 2017; Graystone et al., 2022).  

The mobility of care is the second trend identified in the literature explaining lower cycling levels 

among women. Prati (2018) investigated the relationship between gender inequality and women’s 

participation in transport cycling across the 28 members states of the European Union. He used the 

six core domains of the Gender Equality Index (work, money, knowledge, time, power, and health), 

as well as violence, to evaluate their impact on women’s mobility. Time, power, and violence have 

been found to be associated with women’s participation in transport cycling, time being the prominent 

one. Unequally shared domestic responsibilities, such as childcare and housework, resulting from the 

“traditional sexual division of labor” could indeed explain lower cycling levels among women (Prati, 

2018, p.369). Prati’s findings also show the significant role that violence can have in the under -
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representation of women among cyclists. He identified two types of violence, direct violence 

(physical, sexual, psychological, and economic violence), and indirect violence (attitudes, 

stereotypes, and cultural norms that support gender-based aggression). These two may lead to a 

decrease in perceived safety and discourage women from cycling (ibid).  

Besides the two main trends of explanations, Pucher and Buehler underscore the potential 

contribution of small factors that they refer as “the tyranny of small things” (Pucher & Buehler, 2012, 

p.229) in the gender gap. These factors include, for instance, “women’s concerns about appearance 

in the workplace”, “low perception of self-efficacy”, and “lack of confidence in bicycle maintenance” 

(ibid, p.226).  

Goel et al.’s (2021) correlation between high cycling levels and higher diversity fails, however, to 

explain why, in the United Kingdom for instance, increased levels of cycling have not been associated 

with greater diversity among cyclists (Aldred et al., 2016). As a response, other factors have been 

found to play a role in cycling levels and diversity among cyclists, cultural specificities in particular 

(Aldred & Jungnickel, 2014).  

Aldred and Jungnickel argue that local cultures play a role in cycling uptake and practices. According 

to them, it is more demanding to achieve high cycling levels in places where cycling can be 

stigmatized or associated with specific social identities. They provide the UK as a contrasting 

example to the Netherlands, where cycling is not linked to country’s national identity, and often seen 

more as a subculture than a mass one (ibid). Besides, cultural factors are slow variables which take 

time to change. Aldred et al. (2016) explain, for instance, that if more secure infrastructures could 

encourage some women to engage into daily cycling, others might need more time, or wait for some 

of their peers to try it before trying themselves. Older people may also be slower in changing their 

habits, as well as parents when it comes to letting their children cycle to school (ibid). 

Cultural interventions are thus important to increase cycling levels and diversity, and several 

suggestions targeting specifically cycling culture are mentioned in the literature on that topic. They 

rely mostly on the impact of communities and social networks on cycling levels. These include 

cycling ambassadors, community projects about cycling, cycling advocacy within workplaces 

(Aldred & Jungnickel, 2014), recreational bicycle tours (Goetzke & Rave, 2011), school bike bus for 

children (Noe, 2021), etc. 

Self-representations are another important aspect to address through cultural interventions to increase 

diversity among cyclists. Bertho-Lavenir stated indeed that “where mobility is concerned, one must 

not neglect the insidious force of the user’s self-image” (Bertho-Lavenir, 2015, p.70). It can be 

achieved by addressing the main images and stereotypes shared about cycling through a more 

inclusive advertising (Aldred & Dales, 2017). Louise Roussel, for instance, made it her purpose to 

provide women with inspiring role models of women who cycle, and cycling associations around the 

world. She narrated their journeys and stories in a cycling manual, hoping to encourage others to see 

cycling as something accessible for all (Roussel, 2021). In A Vos cycles ! – Le Guide du Vélo au 

Féminin, she provides the readers with helpful advice and practical tips about what equipment is 

needed to cycle, how to cycle in different environments, how to repair a bike, how to bike during 

menstruation, etc. She also tackles the men-women stereotypes on cycling by showing that there is 

no such thing as bikes for men and bikes for women.  

Many measures can thus be found to participate to a cultural shift and accompany cycling 

infrastructures. Such combination is indeed seen as necessary to embrace all aspects of cyc ling and 

make cycling policies efficient: 

“Cycling is connected to narratives around transport choice […] a focus on cycling culture 

is not opposed to a focus on infrastructure; rather it enriches it by linking the material and 

the symbolic, and by drawing attention to ways in which culture shapes the impact of policy 

interventions.”                                       
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                                                     Aldred & Jungnickel, 2014, p.78  

As mentioned before, The Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany benefit from high cycling levels and 

tend to not be affected as much by the gender gap than other Western countries  (Pucher & Buehler, 

2008; Goel et al., 2021; Hoed & Jarvis, 2021). Several approaches have been found among scholars 

to explain such findings.  

According to Pucher and Buehler, the success of these countries lies in the implementation of 

substantive pro-cycling policies. They argue that the Netherlands, Denmark, and Germany 

established cycling as an utilitarian transportation option by promoting, within their policies, safe 

and convenient cycling (Pucher & Buehler, 2012). The measures touch upon a vast range of cyclists 

needs (bicycles lanes separated from the road, innovative signage, dedicated paths for cyclists, safe 

bike parking, cycling-friendly neighborhoods, intermodality, traffic education and training, traffic 

laws, etc.). The measures have all in common their comprehensiveness. For instance, bike parking 

has priority parking for women, motorists are trained to respect cyclists, children and elderly cyclists 

are particularly protected by traffic laws, and cyclists’ rights are strictly enforced by road authorities 

in case of an accident with a motorist. A lot of measures also aim at generating public support for 

cycling, such as free city and company bikes, affordable bike rentals, financial incentives to purchase 

bikes, a lot of information on cycling routes, cycling events, surveys, etc. Several restrictions on car 

use have also been implemented to make driving unattractive, and encourage cycling. However, safe 

infrastructures remain, according to Pucher and Buehler, the “cornerstone” of these policies to make 

cycling attractive for children, older people, and women (ibid, p.513).  

Hoed and Jarvis add that social and cultural processes also matter in the normalization of cycling. 

They researched how the Netherlands managed to normalize cycling for all ages and suggest that, to 

create an inclusive cycling environment, requires observing cycling practices and habits at all ages. 

Identifying how people cycle at different stages of their lives can indeed inform policies to implement 

tailored environments, adapted to everyone’s needs and preferences over the life course (Hoed & 

Jarvis, 2021). 

While local policies do play a role in developing, funding, and making cycling attractive, Martin 

Emanuel argues that the making of cycling cities is a two-sided process. Explaining how Copenhagen 

became a bicycle city, he underscores that cyclists and their representatives (cyclists’  organizations 

and activists) are co-producers of the mobility system, alongside policy makers and planners 

(Emanuel, 2019). For instance, cyclists were at the forefront of the development of cycling 

infrastructures in Copenhagen, and advocated for it. Besides, the long cycling tradition and the 

infrastructures that have been implemented over time have been key to preserve cycling levels in the 

city despite historical fluctuations. Local cycling culture and users’ practices and habits are thus 

crucial for creating resilient cycling environments (ibid).  

Such approach echoes the research highlighting the close relationship between cycling and activism  

(Horton, 2006; Aldred, 2012). It also fits Tim Cresswell’s conceptualization of mobility as made of 

movement, representation, and practice that are political  (Cresswell, 2010). At the end of the 19th 

century, feminist leaders saw the bicycle as a symbol of gender empowerment, and many current 

cycling activist movements show that the political essence of cycling remains.  

A Clitoral Mass, for instance, has been organized in 2014 by the Ovarian-Psycos Bicycle Brigade, a 

women bike group in Los Angeles, as a response to the Critical Mass, i.e., bicycle rides organized 

around the world to promote sustainability, which are more male-dominated (Candipan, 2015). The 

Clitoral Mass marked a symbolic movement as it was organized by and for women of color in Los 

Angeles, and many riders saw their participation as a political statement. By cycling through Los 

Angeles, these women aimed at demonstrating “ownership over their body and movement” (ibid, 

p.4). It was also a way of reappropriating urban spaces and challenge the stereotypes that picture 

women of color as “weak, domestic, and dependent” (ibid).   

In 2018, UNICEF France published a report showing that the occupation of the public space is 
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gendered since primary school. There, the playground is mainly occupied by boys in the center, often 

playing football or other sports activities, and girls are relegated to the side, excluded from these 

games (UNICEF France, 2018). According to Louise Roussel, this has major consequences as girls 

grow up internalizing the idea that some sports are only for boys, and that the core of public spaces 

belongs to them (Roussel, 2021). The need for women to reappropriate public spaces is thus 

fundamental for gender equality, and the Ovarian-Psycos are not the only ones advocating for it. 

Louise Roussel presents in her book many other associations in all parts of the world that share the 

same aspirations. From bike packing sororities and communities to inclusive self-repair workshops, 

cycling is at the core of social activism (ibid).  

Some associations aim at combining activism with solidarity such as Cairo Cycling Geckos, a group 

of women riding in Cairo working on normalizing cycling among women while distributing meals, 

blankets, school furniture, etc., in working-class neighborhoods (Roussel, 2021). In France, Vai ma 

Poule has been created to organize cycling activities for refugees and asylum seekers to create a sense 

of belonging in a community through social networks (ibid). In other parts of the world, such as in 

Zambia, the NGO World Bicycle Relief offers bikes to young women to enable them to pursue their 

studies, school often being kilometers away from where they live , making it difficult to combine it 

with domestic tasks. Biking also allows them to escape more easily sexual violence (ibid). In 

Afghanistan, the NGO Mountain2Mountain has been created to empower women through cycling 

(Lassen, 2016).   

Mundler and Rérat have demonstrated that cycling is a tool for empowerment, and that learning how 

to cycle can “increase motility, self-confidence, enable the (re)appropriation of body and space, 

favorize autonomy, and the access to diverse opportunities and activities” (Mundler & Rérat, 2018, 

p.139). But to do so often require safe environments designed by and for women where they can feel 

comfortable enough to regain power. Most of the associations mentioned before aim at providing 

such spaces that are according to Roussel, necessary, until women become confident enough to join 

mixed spaces (Roussel, 2021). 

The political essence of cycling, and how it is used as a tool for gender empowerment, makes it 

fundamental to find suggestions to close the gender gap existing in many Western countries. In 

France, research on this topic is still limited (Sayagh, 2018; Vietinghoff, 2021; Abord de Chatillon, 

2021). Yet, in Lyon, cycling remains a male-dominated activity (Adam, 2018). 

Lyon arrived at the 6th rank of the 2021 national scoring of the cycling cities organized by the French 

Federation of Bicycle Users (FUB). It obtained the grade C on a scale from A+ to G, A+ standing for 

“excellent cycling environment” and G for “unfavorable cycling environment” , marking a progress 

compared to 2019, when it obtained a D. The categories that were evaluated are overall perception, 

security, comfort, municipal efforts, and cycling services/parking. All these categories obtained the 

grade C, except for security which obtained a D (FUB, 2021).  

Historically built around the post-war paradigm of “car driver’s paradise” (Huré, 2016, p.183), Lyon 

started to promote cycling after the victory of the left at the national elections in 2000s, which was 

in favor of cycling-friendly measures (ibid). The city collaborated with JCDecaux, a private company 

to create an urban cycling policy that led, in 2005, to the implementation of Vélo’v, a bike sharing 

system that inspired the one in Paris (ibid). The municipality also increased the numbers of bicycle 

lanes. They represent today nearly 700 kilometers (ibid). 

The implementation of a BSS led to more involvement from the municipality in the promotion of 

cycling and greatly increased bicycle use in the city (Vogel et al., 2014). Yet, three studies in 2014, 

2017, and 2020 revealed an existing gender gap, at the disadvantage of women, among the BSS’s 

users (Vogel et al., 2014; Raux et al., 2017; Cambe et al., 2020). Vélo’v users represent a quarter of 

the total numbers of cyclists in Lyon (Adam, 2018). And they are mostly young adults  around 30, 

males, living in urban cores, and from privileged social positions (Vogel et al., 2014; Raux et al., 

2017; Cambe et al., 2020). 44% of annual Vélo’v members are women, who tend to be sporadic and 
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multimodal users. Men, on the other hand, are overrepresented among users of heart , and assiduous 

users (Vogel et al., 2014; Raux et al., 2017). Such detailed typologies of private bike owners in Lyon 

have unfortunately not been found, but the municipal counting of 2017 revealed that women who 

cycle are more numerous in the center than in working-class areas (Adam, 2018). 

Few research involves interviews of women, cyclists, and non-cyclists, in Lyon. Louvet and 

Kaufmann interviewed a few inhabitants from suburb areas to understand the barriers preventing 

them from cycling (Louvet & Kaufmann, 2008), and Abord de Chatillon interviewed women who 

cycle to analyze how they perceive “their gender to affect their repair experiences” ( Abord de 

Chatillon, 2021, p.141). Overall, more research could be needed to investigate women’ relationship 

to cycling in Lyon, as well as the potential gendered processes behind it. This research aims at 

answering this gap by investigating the causes of the low representation of women among cyclists in 

Lyon, and especially the potential contribution to the gender gap of women’s meanings attached to 

cycling. It is found relevant to fill such a knowledge gap to provide a better understanding of female 

cyclists and non-cyclists needs, and propose tailored suggestions to increase diversity among cyclists. 

3. Methods 

This research uses interpretivism to investigate the topic. The latter aims at understanding the 

“subjective meaning” of social reality thanks to, for instance, research using participant observation 

and semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2012, p.30). This research also relies on constructionism 

which considers social actors not as objective entities, but as social constructions that are the product 

of the “perceptions and actions of social actors” (ibid, p.32).  In other words, constructionism implies 

that social reality can be explained by looking into social actors themselves, as they are the ones 

producing it. Both interpretivism and constructionism complement each other and are found relevant 

to investigate social topics such as gendered processes. Finally, this research follows a deductive 

theory. The latter refers to the process by which the researcher, based on the current state of 

knowledge existing on a particular topic, here a literature review about gender and cycling, 

formulates a hypothesis, which is then subjected to empirical scrutiny (ibid, p.24).  

3.1. Research objectives 

The objective of this research is to investigate, using qualitative research methods, the role of the 

gendered meanings attached to cycling in order to explain the existing gender gap in Lyon. As 

mentioned before, little research involved interviews from female cyclists and non-cyclists in Lyon. 

Yet, every city has its own characteristics and findings on gender and cycling are context-specific. 

To produce suitable cycling policies, it is first important to understand why its potential beneficiaries 

- in this research, female cyclists, and non-cyclists in Lyon - cycle or not in the city. This research 

seeks to collect enough empirical data to provide an overview of the barriers and motivations of 

women to cycling in Lyon. 

3.2. Methodological approach 

This research uses semi-structured interviews and participant observation as kind of qualitative 

methods. 

Semi-structured interviews follow both closed and open-ended questions in interview guides 

prepared in advance (see appendices). This method is found suitable as it enables to specifically 

address the questions written in the interview guides, but also to be flexible enough to let the 

interviewees add complementary insights on the topic of this research (Galletta & Cross, 2013). 

Besides, this method is in line with the values and political goals of feminist research that aspires “to 

focus on women’s experience and to listen and explore the shared meanings between women , with 

an aim to reformulate traditional research agendas” (Bryman, 2012, p.411). 

Feminist researchers advocate for interviews that put the interviewer and the woman being 
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interviewed in a position of reciprocity without any hierarchy (ibid). A flexible approach, such as 

semi-structured interviews, is therefore found suitable. It can indeed facilitate the creation of a safe 

space for the interviewee to engage into deep conversations, and provide valuable insights on the 

researched topic through the sharing of personal experiences. 

Participant observation is also used as a research method, through the participation to meetings of 

cycling stakeholders. Such method appears efficient to strengthen the understandings of the different 

views of the stakeholders, to engage in conversations, and collect additional material on the 

researched topic (Bryman, 2012).  

3.2.1. Sampling 

The targeted interviewees were women from the following four categories: 1) cyclists; 2) non-

cyclists; 3) members of cycling associations; and 4) municipal representatives. The interviewees have 

been selected according to their gender, and the sample aimed at representing as much diversity as 

possible when it comes to age, occupation, cycling practices , and ethnicity.  

24 interviews have been conducted, involving 25 women. The term “woman” is used throughout the 

analysis because the interviewees self-identified with this term, but this research acknowledges that 

gender is not binary, and does not undermine all the other ways in which one can experience and 

express this identity. 

To reach potential interviewees, two different posts have been published in two different Facebook 

groups, one only composed of women called “Une Chambre à Nous”, and another one, named “La 

Vie à Lyon 7e” that gathers inhabitants for the 7 th arrondissement of Lyon. Both of these groups were 

known for being very active and enthusiast when it comes to research. 10 members of the first group 

said they were potentially interested to participate in the research, and 59 in the second group. 

However, only 22 of the potential volunteers actually participated. 

As regards cycling associations 2 out of 7 volunteered to participate in the research. Finally, neither 

Vélo’v nor municipal representatives answered to the invitation to participate in an interview. 

The saturation point has been reached when some patterns started to emerge among the interviewee’s 

answers, and when the representativeness of the sample in terms of intersectionality and the breadth 

of the preliminary findings were satisfying enough. 

The interviewees are between 18 and 72 years old (Fig. 1). 8 are between 18-25, 13 are between 26-

35, 2 are between 36-50 and the last 2 are 60+. Most of the cyclists that have been interviewed use 

their private bike (Fig. 2). Among them, 8 cycle almost on daily basis and 6 at least twice a week 

(Fig. 3). 9 interviewees do not cycle at all, and 2 very rarely.  
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Fig.3. Cycling Frequency of the Interviewees 

Finally, Lyon has nine arrondissements, the 7 th is the biggest one. Villeurbanne is often considered 

as the 10th unofficial arrondissement of Lyon (Lyon City Crunch, 2022). Most of the interviewees 

live in the 7th as the members of the Facebook group of this arrondissement were very responsive. 

Overall, sixteen live in the 7th, three live in Villeurbanne, one lives in the 5th, one lives in the 2nd, one 

in the 6th, and one in the 3rd. Two of the interviewees live outside the city.  

Besides semi-structured interviews, I attended a meeting held by the municipality of the 7 th 

arrondissement in Lyon about the project “Les Voies Lyonnaises – Horizon 2030” that consists in 

the creation of new bicycles lanes connecting the outskirts of the city with the center. The meeting 

was hosted by two municipality representatives, and attended by inhabitants from the arrondissement. 

I also participated in an event in Paris organized by Cyclofix, a platform that connects cyclists and 

scooters users with experienced repairers who come and repair breakdowns at home, at work or 

directly on the street. The event involved a self-repair workshop, and a round-table discussion on the 

place of cycling in women’s urban lives. The round-table discussion was hosted by three 

representatives of grassroot cycling associations. The event was open to everyone but mostly cyclists, 

both women and men, attended it.  

3.2.2. Data collection 

The interviews took place both online and in presence, depending on the will of the interviewee as 

regards the Covid-19 circumstances. The topic and context of this research, as well as the purpose of 

this interview, have been explained at the beginning of each interview. Consent for being recorded 

has also been asked to each interviewee. The recording has been done thanks to the recording option 

of a smartphone, and then transferred directly to a computer to be transcribed. The interviewees have 

been finally told that their answers would be anonymized.  

The interviews followed an interview guide. Three different ones have been written, one for cyclists, 

one for non-cyclists, and one for members of cycling associations (see appendices). The questions 

have been created to relate to the research questions, but also to be flexible enough to leave some 

space for more insights. They were also, for most of them, intentionally gender-neutral, in the sense 

that the interviewees were not asked directly to answer to the questions through a gender lens. The 

expected outcome of such approach was to strengthen the validity of the answers that would 

spontaneously bring up gender-specific aspects of cycling. Though it left more space to gender-

unspecific aspects – which also matter – this approach has not prevented the interviewees to answer 

through a gender lens. Finally, the questions written in the guides have not necessarily been asked in 

the same order, and additional questions, more gender-oriented, almost always arose throughout the 

conversations. 

For the cyclists’ interviews, the interviews began with the interviewee’s presentation and her cycling 

practices. Then follow-up questions aimed to go in details in the motivations for her to bike, her 
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habits, potential images she shares or dislikes about cycling and cyclists, her experience of cycling 

as a kid, experiences of thefts, insecurity, opinions on local cycling environment and policies, and 

suggestions for improvement. Other subjects could emerge according to the interviewees.  The non-

cyclists’ interviews overall covered the same areas, with a focus on the main barriers preventing the 

interviewees from cycling, and potential solutions that could be implemented to encourage them to 

cycle. Finally, the interviews of cycling association members followed the same template , with 

additional inputs on the association’s goal and activities. Overall, everything has been done to create 

a safe space for the interviewees by making them comfortable and letting them speak. Most of them 

suggested to use “tu” with each other, a grammar adjustment that contributed to the feeling of a casual 

and open conversation.  

Finally, the city hall meeting of Lyon 7th was online, and the event organized by grassroots 

associations in Paris in presence. In both cases, I have been able to interact with the participants  and 

collect empirical material by taking notes.  

3.2.3. Data analysis 

All the interviews have been transcribed in French and then partially translated in English for the 

parts considered as relevant for the analysis. The collected data has been analyzed through a 

qualitative thematic analysis of transcripts and field notes. Thematic analysis refers to the 

identification by the researcher of “key themes” in the empirical data (Bryman, 2012, p.717). Themes 

generally refer to categories relating to the research focus detected through repetitions of topics in 

the texts, similarities and differences as regards these topics, etc. They enable a classification of the 

results which makes easier their interpretation in light of the theoretical framework (ibid, p.580). 

Here, the core themes and sub-themes of the data focus on the gender-specific and unspecific 

motivations to cycling, perceptions on cycling, barriers to cycling, opinions on the existing cycling 

environment in Lyon, and suggestions to improve diversity among cyclists and cycling levels .  

For ethical reasons, the interviewees have been anonymized with a code “IX”, I standing for 

Interviewee and X for the interview number, e.g. “I1” refers to the first interviewee. Quotes ar e thus 

followed by this code and the age of the interviewee, e.g. I1, 18 years old. For the twentieth interview, 

two women have been interviewed simultaneously, therefore they will be referred as “I20A” and 

“I20B”.  

3.3. Positionality and reflexivity 

Positionality is an important aspect to reflect on during the fieldwork and the data analysis phases 

(Warren, 1988; Qin, 2016; Giuffre & Hudson, 2016). According to Qin (2016), our research is shaped 

by our positionality. Our identity and experiences indeed influence the way we observe, perceive, 

and interpret things (Warren, 1988). They also inevitably impact the choices we make when it comes 

to data collection and analysis, no matter whether we stand as an outsider or an insider as regards the 

studied topic and field (Qin, 2016). Reflexivity acknowledges this impossible neutrality and describes 

“biases and feelings” are “a part of the data” (Giuffre & Hudson, 2016, p.1). I tried therefore to reflect 

– mainly during the fieldwork and the data analysis phases - on my own biases and feelings, and on 

my place in the research process. 

Throughout the research process, I adopt both the position of an insider and an outsider of the group 

under study. As a French woman who cycles in Lyon, I am familiar with the cycling context in the 

city, and some of the cultural norms of the group. I am therefore an insider when it comes to 

interviews with female cyclists, and an outsider when interviewing non-cyclists. However, while I 

am to some extent part of the group being studied, I am still very different from some of the female 

cyclists I have interviewed. Being 25 years old, cisgender, from a middle-class, white, and straight, 

my identity and experience as a cyclist is different than other’s. My position as an insider is therefore 
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not linear, and varied according to the interviewee’s own identities and experiences.  

Nevertheless, it is relevant to emphasize that my identity and personal experiences enabled some 

research insights. It is indeed highly probable that some personal experiences would not have been 

shared with me if I had been a man. I also knew three of the interviewees before interviewing them , 

and it contributed, in some cases, to meaningful exchanges on the topic and deeper insights, as a 

relation of trust already existed beforehand between them and me. Besides, being an insider of the 

group in question enabled me to collect more easily data as I talked the same language of the 

interviewees.  My identity finally shaped my research choices as my education and personal interests 

highly contributed to the choice of the topic and its analysis. I care for sustainable mobility and 

gender equality, and I was very interested in hearing about women’s personal experiences, hoping to 

contribute, on my own scale, to the improvement of these two fields.  

3.4. Research limitations 

The size of the sample cannot reasonably provide a comprehensive overview of all the different 

women’s experiences of cycling in Lyon. More research would be needed with more representative 

samples in terms of intersectionality, policy-makers’ views, and cycling practices. Also, while the 

average length of the interview was 25 minutes, it could vary a lot according to interviewees, from 

10 minutes for the shortest to 75 minutes for the longest. The varying length may have sometimes 

impacted the amount of relevant data collected. Besides, the findings of this research are specific to 

the cycling setting of Lyon and may not represent the cycling situation in every city in France, which 

this research is not intended to cover. Finally, the literature that bases the theories used in this 

research is predominantly Western-focused. Therefore, other theoretical approaches may have yield 

different interpretations of the collected data.    

4. Theoretical concepts 

This section will present the theoretical concepts which will be used to interpret the collected data: 

Kaufmann’ conceptualization of motility, the feminist theories of performativity, intersectionality, 

and embodiment, and Lefebvre’ theory on the right to the city . The combination of these concepts is 

seen as particularly useful for interpreting women’s meanings attached to cycling, and will be used 

to answer the research questions:  

• Why is the representation of women lower among cyclists in Lyon?  

• What role do the gendered meanings attached to cycling play in explaining the gender gap in 

Lyon?  

• How can the knowledge of the gendered meanings attached to cycling inform policy making 

aiming at reducing the gender gap in cycling in Lyon?  

4.1. Motility 

Motility has been coined by Vincent Kaufmann as part of the mobility turn, a set of research in 

mobility studies that aim at studying mobility beyond its spatial dimension (Kaufmann et al., 2004; 

Cresswell, 2012). Motility aims, according to him, at providing better understanding of the social 

aspects of mobility (Kaufmann, 2017). He defines it as “the capacity of entities to be mobile in social 

and geographic space, or as the way in which entities access and appropriate the capacity for socio -

spatial mobility according to their circumstances” (Kaufmann et al., 2004, p.750). Motility is 

determined by three interconnected elements which co-produce each other, accessibility, 

competences, and appropriation (ibid).  

Accessibility refers to the possible mobilities people can have access to. It is marked by 

spatiotemporal and socio-economic considerations. Competences involve physical ability, acquired 
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skills, and organizational skills. They are linked with socialization and the transmission of 

knowledge. Finally, appropriation describes how people “interpret and act upon perceived or real 

access and skills” (Kaufmann et al., 2004, p.750). It is shaped by the “needs, plans, aspirations and 

understandings” of people and relates to “strategies, motives, values and habits”.  Appropriation 

illustrates how people perceive and choose the mobilities possibilities they can have access to  

(accessibility), and how they evaluate their skills (competences) (ibid).  

The three elements of motility are intertwined with “social, cultural, economic and political processes 

and structures” (Kaufmann et al., 2004, p.750) and the term “circumstances” in the definition of 

motility echoes Kaufmann’ allusion to Bourdieu’s theory on capital. He suggests that motility 

represents a form of capital, just as economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital, that can be used 

or exchanged for another form of capital. Consequently, motility (accessibility, competences, 

appropriation), just as any types of resources, is differentially accessed according to individuals and 

represents a “new form of social inequality” (ibid, p.754).  

The concept of motility is found particularly suitable to shed light on the collected data. First, it can 

provide a suitable framework to explore and classify the potential barriers and motivations of women 

to cycling according to the category (accessibility, competences, appropriation) they fall within . 

Then, this research draws a parallel between appropriation and the gendered meanings that are 

investigated, as appropriation refers to the meanings that people associate with their mobility 

potential. Since accessibility, competences and appropriation are interconnected, appropriation 

provides important clues about accessibility and competences. Appropriation describes indeed how 

women perceive and use accessibility and competences when it comes to cycling. Motility can thus 

be used to explore the hypothesis that factors preventing women from cycling more in Lyon are not 

only the features of existing bicycle facilities (accessibility), but also the result of the gendered 

meanings (appropriation) attached to cycling, which are locally, socially, and culturally constructed. 

To put it differently, this research argues that how infrastructures are perceived might matter as much 

– if not more – as their mere existence, and appropriation is a valuable lens to investigate it. Finally, 

appropriation itself can raise other factors not directly related to accessibility and competences, such 

as social and cultural norms, helpful to understanding women’ relationship to cycling.  

Overall, studying how women appropriate cycling may reveal how gender is intertwined with cycling 

and produces specific meanings. This investigation may result in important findings to consider in 

urban cycling policies in order to increase social diversity among cyclists.  However, Kaufmann’s 

framework is not sufficient by itself to explain the underlying gendered processes that may produce 

collected meanings. Feminist theories will thus be used to provide a deeper analysis.  

4.2. Performativity, intersectionality, and embodiment  

Ravensbergen et al. (2019) argue that previous cycling-related research understudies the underlying 

gendered processes that may produce the observed differences between women and men cycling 

practices and perceptions. A feminist lens appears then crucial to investigate how gender is 

intertwined with cycling, and probe deeper in the empirical material. Feminist theories can indeed 

provide a more nuanced understanding of the gendered meanings attached to cycling. Besides, such 

approach avoids contributing to problematic gender stereotypes such as “girls don't bike because they 

are scared”, or “women will never bike as much because they are more fearful” ( ibid, p.6). Finally, 

it echoes Hanson’s argument that gender, mobility and sustainability cannot be studied independently 

(Hanson 2010), and Law’s reasoning that gender should be treated as a “theoretical  concept”, a 

“social category”, and a “symbolic code” (Law, 1999, p.567) which “might shape the meanings of 

mobility” (Steinbach et al., 2011, p.1129). Three feminist theories that often intersect with each other 

are thus suggested by Ravensbergen et al. (2019) to investigate gender and cycling: performativity, 

intersectionality, and embodiment.  

Performativity has been coined by Judith Butler to explain how gender is socially constructed (Butler, 

1990). This idea was already suggested in Simone De Beauvoir’s work when she wrote that “one is 



13 

not born, but rather, becomes, a woman” (De Beauvoir, 1949, p.7). Butler defines gender identity as 

“a normative ideal” composed of normalized norms and practices that are repeated/performed over 

time (Butler, 1990, p.209; Ravensbergen et al., 2019). When it comes to cycling, this theory can help 

understanding why Steinbach et al. (2011) point out that some social identities fit less with cycling 

than others. For instance, in some contexts, cycling is seen as an “hypermasculine adrenaline sport” 

and does not, as a result, correspond to every identity (Ravensbergen et al., 2019, p.7). However, as 

gender identities are socially constructed, it can be possible to construct new ones that fit with the 

variations of individual identities, and better tailor what feels right for each person, disregarding 

physical sex.   

Intersectionality aims at embracing all aspects of identity (gender, age, class, race, ability, sexuality 

etc.) as they are interconnected and produce different inequalities among individuals . Ravensbergen 

et al. insists on taking into consideration “the role of difference” (Ravensbergen et al., 2019, p.7) as 

women, for instance, do not suffer from the same inequalities according to their age, race, class, etc. 

(Lugones & Spelman, 1983). For instance, when it comes to cycling in London, Steinbach et al. 

conclude that “the meanings of cycling” fit better with the identities of “professional (largely White) 

women” and are less “appealing” to women from other class, and with different ethnic identities 

(Steinbach et al., 2011, p.1123). Christina Vietinghoff (2021) also shows within her intersectional 

analysis of who is not biking in Grenoble, a cycling-friendly French city, that the barriers preventing 

people from cycling can differ according to their identity. For instance, she found that racism, 

financial barriers, information or knowledge barriers, and spatial inequalities are barriers that may 

prevent marginalized people from cycling there. As a result, they should be taken into consideration 

in cycling promotion for it to be inclusive (Vietinghoff, 2021). Finally, Bonham and Wilson consider 

both gender and age to better explain the potential factors at specific times that may encourage or 

prevent women from cycling (Bonham & Wilson, 2011). They advocate for a more nuanced v ision 

of the female cyclist population not reduced to “a small group of women already willing to cycling 

contrasted against a much larger group of women who need to be convinced of the benefits of 

cycling” (ibid, p.6). They argue instead that there are many women prone to cycle, but who have 

different needs throughout their lives. As a result, different types of cycling should be promoted  at 

specific times to fit the evolution of their needs, e.g., cargo bikes to transport children (ibid). Here, 

intersectionality can strengthen policies by “crafting interventions targeting identified barriers at 

specific life-course moments” (Ravensbergen et al., 2019 p.8). 

The last theory that Ravensbergen et al. (2019) advice specifically to use when studying gender and 

cycling is embodiment. This theory has been developed by Young who argues that “the modalities of 

feminine bodily existence” are a result of the patriarchal society and its sexist oppression (Young, 

2005, p.42). For example, she writes that: 

For the most part, girls and women are not given the opportunity to use their full bodily 

capacities in free and open engagement with the world, nor are they encouraged as much as 

boys are to develop specific bodily skills […] [Girls are told] to be careful, not to get hurt, 

not to get dirty, not to tear her clothes […] thus they develop a bodily timidity that increases 

with age […] and take themselves to be fragile. 

Young, 2005, p.43 

 

Young explains such difference between girls’ and boys’ education as the result of the definition of 

women by the patriarchal society. The latter considers them as “object” and “mere body” that one 

can “gaze upon”, rather than “a living manifestation of action and intention” (ibid, p.44).  Applied to 

cycling, the theory of embodiment can explain safety concerns expressed largely by women, such as 

the fear of harassment and violence in public spaces, as the visibility of women’s bodies is increased 

when cycling (Horton, 2007; Steinbach et al., 2011). Graystone et al. (2022) followed Ravensbergen 

et al. (2020) distinction between fear of collision and injury, and fear for personal safety, and 

examined gendered safety perceptions in Toronto. No gendered difference has been found when it 

comes to fear of collision and injury. Instead, women were more concerned about their personal 

safety (street harassment, verbal bullying, rude hand gestures, unwanted attention, threatening or 



14 

annoying behaviors, etc.), regardless of the presence of cycling infrastructure (Graystone et al., 

2022). Poulos et al. (2019) indeed show that younger female cyclists in Australia are more victim of 

harassment when cycling. Such findings also echo Prati’s research (2018) on how violence impacts 

women’ relationship with cycling. Yet, fear for personal safety is less acknowledged than risk of 

injury in cycling policies (Xie & Spinney, 2018). To conclude, Graystone et al. (2022) argue that 

higher safety concerns expressed by women do not mean that they are more fearful than men. Such 

outcomes are the result of the social violence actually occurring against them in public spaces, 

resulting from gendered norms of oppression and patriarchy (Graystone et al., 2022).  

Embodiment can also explain the tendency of women to have low confidence in their “cycling 

abilities” since they may be less encouraged throughout their lives to cycle (Ravensbergen et al., 

2019, p.8). Margot Abord de Chatillon followed Young’s argument and studied how the patriarchal 

environment of bicycle repair and maintenance “produces the conditions for feminine velonomy”, 

i.e., “the ease shown by a cyclist in repairing, maintaining and adjusting their bicycle” (Abord de 

Chatillon, 2021, p.152). Many factors explain this patriarchal context such as the frequent exclusion 

of women from technical and manual work, which results in less experience among women in bike 

mechanics (ibid). This patriarchal setting often leads to a “denial of expertise”, “assumptions” 

regarding their skills, but also “inappropriate attention” in workshops such as “sexism and sexual 

interest towards them including exaggerated help, unrequested advice and unwanted flirting” (ibid, 

p.144-145). All these experiences can refrain women from engaging into bike mechanics and lower 

their confidence regarding their velonomy (ibid). 

4.3. The right to the city 

The last theoretical concept that will be used to shed light on the data is the right to the city, 

conceptualized by Henri Lefebvre. The right to the city is defined as a right “to the urban life, 

transformed, and renewed”. (Lefebvre, 1968, p.121). The right to the city entails for city dwellers, 

on the one hand, the right to access and use public spaces, and on the other hand, the right to 

participate in their creation to adapt them to social needs (Platzer, 2016).  

The two components of the right to the city go together with feminist cycling movements and 

associations described before that demand more inclusive reflections on how urban environments are 

used, accessed, and designed. From a gender perspective, the right to the city, and thus to live in an 

urban environment adapted to social needs, is embedded in the right to a safe city (Platzer, 2016).  

Women should be equally able to move around the city, at any time of the day, and to loiter in public 

spaces without the risk to be sexually assaulted or harassed (Mahadevia & Lathia, 2019). Making 

safer urban spaces for women is an integral part of exercising the right to the city as urban dwellers 

have gendered experiences of the city which cannot be ignored when working with urban planning 

(Beebeejaun, 2009).  

In 2018, David Sayagh’ research showed that French teenage girls , in Montpellier and Strasbourg, 

cycle less than teenage boys, as a result of restrictive social injunctions limiting their free movement 

within public spaces. The latter discourages girls from engaging into “solitary, adventurous, 

improvised, and occupying bicycle practices” when such practices are very popular – and encouraged 

- among boys (Sayagh, 2018). Mobility is indeed producing and reinforcing gender inequalities as 

social injunctions related to it are very different for teenage girls and boys. Teenage girls tend to be 

told to protect their bodies and avoid muscle-building activities to stay skinny. They are also raised 

to fear moving alone, taking risks, and loitering in public spaces. Such injunctions are co -produced 

and reinforced by cycling equipment which tend to associate competitive/adventurous cycling with 

boys and utilitarian/city cycling for girls, but also beauty norms which influence the type of cycling 

practices girls engage with. Overall, the alternatives of bike mobilities of teenage girls, no matter 

their socio-economic backgrounds, are limited compared to those of teenage boys (ibid). These 

differences impact eventually how girls and boys interact with the city  and corroborate the theories 

of performativity and embodiment.  
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The right to occupy and access urban spaces is thus unequally shared among city dwellers and it is 

critical to reclaim it as it belongs to the “citizenship of a city” (Phadke et al., 2011 p.175). To do so, 

cycling activism can be one solution, as a symbolic movement of occupying the public space and 

reclaiming women’s right to benefit from the right to the city. For instance, David Sayagh (2018) 

found that families from middle and higher classes tend to see cycling as a way to access public 

spaces. It is indeed perceived as a safer mobility means than walking, for it allows avoiding or 

escaping rapidly to a potential sexual assault (Sayagh, 2018). Mundler and Rérat also underscored 

that cycling is a tool for empowerment and can enable the “(re)appropriation of body and space” 

(Mundler & Rérat, 2018, p.139). Cycling does not eradicate urban unsafety nor completely 

emancipate women from the social injunctions that are directed to them though.  While cycling can 

appear as an empowerment tool, a cultural shift tackling gender inequalities is needed before anything 

else.  

Besides, Mimi Sheller underscores the importance to consider all the different factors that can impact 

“the freedom of mobility” in practice (Sheller, 2018, p.43). When defining “mobility justice”,  she 

explains that such freedom, though considered a universal human right “exists in relation to class, 

race, sexuality, gender and ability exclusions from public space” (ibid). This definition highlights, 

once again, the importance of intersectionality, as all these factors frame how individuals interact 

with public spaces, shape their practices, and impact their right to the city. 

5. Results 

The results from the interviews are divided between the ones of cyclists, non-cyclists, and members 

cycling association. Although all the interviews raise some common themes, it is relevant to divide 

the results according to the category the interviewee belongs as her input var ies according to her 

individual experiences as a cyclist or not. The aspects raised by the interviewees to answer the 

questions related to motivations and barriers to cycling are also classified in two categories, gender-

specific aspects, and gender-unspecific aspects. Such classification aims at shedding light on aspects 

that are assumed to be specific to women, while keeping aspects which can be similar, independent 

of gender, and which are also worth mentioning. 

5.1. Cyclists’ interviews 

Cyclists have been asked about their main motivations and barriers to cycling, their perceptions on 

cycling, their opinions on the existing cycling environment in Lyon, and suggestions for improvement 

of cycling levels and diversity among cyclists. 

5.1.1. Cyclists’ motivations to cycling 

5.1.1.1. Cyclists’ gender-specific motivations to cycling 

Safety at nighttime  

It was commonly agreed by the respondents that biking can be used as a “strategy” to increase the 

perceived safety at nighttime among women (I5, 23 years old). The rapidity and flexibility allowed 

for cycling indeed contributes to a feeling of safety and freedom to move around the city at any time 

of the day, and avoid potentially dangerous neighborhoods: 

You are more rapidly home when you bike than when you walk, it is a bit reassuring in the 

sense that you spend less time traveling, therefore statistically you have lesser chance to meet 

someone shady. And if I do meet someone shady who is walking, then at least I am faster than 

him by cycling.  

I1, 18 years old 



16 

 

When I am going out and coming back home late, I feel more secure on my bike, leaving from 

a point A to home directly, compared to when I take the subway and I have to walk alone for 

6-7 minutes. When I am on my bike, I have the feeling that I am safe, I am heading home 

without any stops or people around me. As a woman you are always scared that someone is 

going to steal your stuff, assault you or talk to you. For instance, when I come back home 

late, I always hold my keys as a weapon in case someone comes closer, you need to think in 

advance, what a pity. 

 I3, 26 years old 

The risk to be assaulted in the streets or in means of public transport is indeed a big concern and 

several interviewees perceive cycling as a source of relief. I7 adds that LGBTQIA+ members are as 

likely, if not more, to be assaulted as cisgender and straight women. And I15 encourages her friends 

to cycle at night but insists that such strategy should not be seen as a solution against harassment. 

The latter needs to be tackled on the long term through social and cultural shift. 

Social networks influence 

Throughout the interviews, it appeared to be clear that social networks and representations impact 

interviewees. I1 and I24, for instance, started to use Vélo’v after one of their friends motivated them 

to do so. They felt accompanied and I24 underscores that she would probably not have started using 

Vélo’v by herself. I5 also refers to her social environment as a factor of influence in her relationship 

with cycling. She indeed has many women in her social sphere who cycle, including her mother, and 

she grew up with a lot of female friends who cycle. I1 experienced the same influence as she grew 

up seeing all type of people cycling in the countryside. I6 explains her choice to buy a cargo bike 

after having seen other people in the street using it. Moreover, learning to bike as a kid plays quite a 

role for many interviewees. I10 recalls having always cycled as a kid with her parents during 

weekends as a hobby, and I15 explains growing up with the cycling culture shared by her parents.  

5.1.1.2. Cyclists’ gender-unspecific motivations to cycling 

Rapidity, flexibility, and practicality  

Almost unanimously among the respondents, cycling is seen as a rapid, flexible, and practical 

mobility means. I3 mentions that cycling is faster than other means of public transport in Lyon. It 

enables I1 to take the pathway she wants, without time constraints, and to avoid certain 

neighborhoods. I7 sees herself as someone quite disorganized and biking relives her from stressing 

about potential setbacks. It is seen as flexible by I9 and more reliable by I12, as means of public 

transport are sometimes late and can entail technical issues, as I10 explains.  

Exercise and hobby 

Several interviewees perceive biking as a good way to do some exercise, providing them with a sense 

of accomplishment and less stress:   

At first, you find it hard and when you are done, even if it is only 10 minutes, you tell yourself 

“I did it, it’s alright, I’m proud of me”. 

 I1, 18 years old 

 

It enables to do some exercise without really doing some, it avoids sedentary lifestyles, it 

helps maintaining a good shape, it is a soft sport, it is good for the health, and it seems to me 

to be a sport accessible to anyone including older people or less sporty persons. Besides, it 

is always possible to use an electric bike. 

I12, 33 years old 
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Cycling enables respondents to go further, stroll outside the city, or discover the city from another 

perspective: 

It is a way of enjoying the city differently, you see more things, you can go further and enjoy 

more. 

 I15, 28 years old 

 

I have in mind all these long strolls in summer, something very pleasant. Beyond the fact that 

I use my bike daily as a transport means, I have a very positive image of cycling, I like this 

practice. 

I5, 23 years old 

 

For I24, biking should remain a leisure activity. She therefore does not do it in the morning, when 

everything is busy and requires focus, but after work to relax, “take some fresh air”, and when the 

pathway is pleasant and easy (I24, 24 years old).  

Finally, I5 questions the differences between women and men when it comes to biking as a sport. 

She feels that women are more likely to use it as a transport means than a sport. She refers for instance 

to the lower mediatization of the Tour de France Femmes, a cycle race between women around France 

which does not have the same influence as the one between men. 

City spatial characteristics 

Lyon’ spatial characteristics are said to facilitate cycling as it is overall, a flat city, at least in the 

core center. The fifth arrondissement is described by the respondents as too difficult to reach by bike 

because of its location in the heights. Besides, I1 describes the many points of geographical 

references that one can find in Lyon, such as the multiple bridges that facilitate orientation. I7 also 

specifies that the size of Lyon is quite ideal as it is possible to do anything by bike in the center. This 

suitable environment has led, for instance, I16 to start cycling when she moved to Lyon. 

Low-cost mobility, ecology, and Covid-19 

Whether one uses their own bike or Vélo’v, the interviewees raise the financial advantage of biking. 

I1 considers for instance the cost of a Vélo’v subscription for students  as “the lowest you can find” 

(I1, 18 years old). Besides, I10 explains that it is easy to find cheap bikes in second-hand shops, and 

that repairing a bike does not cost so much either.  

Environmental considerations have been cited several times but did not seem to be the first reason 

for taking up cycling. Except for I7, whose objective has always been to go to work without any 

carbon print, the others only raise ecology as a bonus, showing contentment about “doing a little 

thing for the planet” (I1, 18 years old). I16 privileges for instance rapidity and admits that if the 

subway was faster, she would take it instead.  

Finally, I2 and I13 cycle to avoid potential contamination of Covid-19 in means of public transport 

and big crowds, and I18 appreciates greatly to not have to wear a facemask when biking.  

5.1.2. Cyclists’ perceptions on cycling 

According to most interviewees, bike rhymes with freedom and independence. I5 draws the parallel 

between women emancipation and cycling in the 19th century:  

When these women started to cycle, it was a huge symbol of independence and freedom, the 

independence to go anywhere and to have control over their own body since cycling enabled 

them to wear bloomers to feel more comfortable. It really is the first image that comes to my 



18 

mind when I think about cycling. 

I5, 23 years old  

 

I7 affirms that she started to cycle to feel free, and I10 sees her bike as her “freedom of movement” 

(I10, 25 years old). I18 also explains that it allows her to go anywhere she wants, as she wants, 

without depending on connections. Finally, I15 points out the pleasure of feeling the wind going 

through her hair when cycling, giving her this feeling of freedom.  

Cycling is also linked with activism. For example, I6 makes of her presence as a female cyclist a 

political claim. She therefore does not restrain herself when it comes to clothing, etc. I7 also talks 

about her experience in Iran, where she truly perceived the bike as a tool for freedom, emancipation, 

and rebellion. She indeed explains that there, women are not allowed to bike for it reminds of a sexual 

position and are not taught to do so. Yet, some know how to bike and cycle in the street, refusing to 

obey. They use it as a tool of protest and record themselves biking.  

5.1.3. Cyclists’ barriers to cycling 

The cycling frequency of the interviewees could vary and several barriers preventing them from 

cycling more have been mentioned. Some are also found within non-cyclists’ answers.  

5.1.3.1. Cyclists’ gender-specific barriers to cycling  

Domestic charge and backlash 

The load capacity of a bike can be a barrier when it comes to buy or carry groceries as some 

interviewees, such as I1 and I7, find it too heavy and complicated to bike with big groceries bags. 

Others find it completely manageable such as I3, I10, I12 and I18: 

Today, there are many bikes that exist for people who want to take their kids, to have many 

bags to make groceries, etc. There are thousands of ways to adapt and make our bike 

extremely ergonomic and responsive to our daily needs. 

I10, 25 years old   

 

However, several interviewees raise the issue that Vélo’v are not kids friendly for they are too big , 

and not equipped with a baby seat. I6 has been cycling with her kids for several years and started 

cycling when she became a mother: 

I started cycling because, as woman and a mother, it really made my life easier. And it is not 

something we perceive on the outside. It is not something that is put in the spotlight. It all 

started when we moved out with my husband and our two kids in another arrondissement that 

required a bit of a journey to take them to the kindergarten. Taking the bus with two small 

children is horrible and I never considered the car as means of transport in the city. We 

eventually decided to buy a cargo bike and divided the morning and evening trips between 

my husband and I […] I realized over time that I saved a lot of time doing this.  

 I6, 38 years old  

 

While most of the interviewees agree that cycling represents a tool to move safely around the city at 

any time, I6 shares her thoughts and experiences on the backlash it can lead to:  

Being a woman on a bike opens a whole new kind of harassment: the guy besides you in his 

car when the light is red who looks down on you and so on. A woman on a bike is qui te 

unacceptable, it is an appropriation of the public space which is simply not accepted by 
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patriarchy. I see the difference according to the type of bike I use. I have two bikes, a cargo 

one that I use to take my kids with me, and a trekking bike, and the reactions are very different 

whether I use one or the other. When I am identified as a mother with her kids who fits the 

role associated to women in the public space, it is more okay than when I am riding my 

trekking bike, it is quite funny. 

  

I6, 38 years old 

Assumed standard cyclist 

The archetype of the traditional cyclist might not be inclusive enough to encourage everyone to cycle. 

Cycling is associated several times by interviewees as something for  corporate men and bobos, i.e. 

contraction for bourgeois-bohemian referring to fashionable middle-class lefty. I24 personally 

experienced a lack of representation of mixed-race and Black women among cyclists:  

I think that many people do not cycle not only because they experience personal barriers but 

also because they just do not relate. Personally, I did not identify with cyclists. When my ex -

boyfriend was cycling, I was not surprised at all because it was perfectly matching with his 

identity: a Caucasian young man. For me, he fitted right into the category of urban cyclists. 

Every time I saw people cycling in Lyon, they were white, often men and they seemed quite 

experienced, at ease and I always thought “it is not made for beginners”, “it is not for me at 

all”, I really did not see my profile fitting within  this category. It really appears to be 

something made for active persons, white, quite bourgeois who have time. And, in general, 

the persons who cycle outside the cities are often men, white, skinny, in groups, it is really 

the image that comes to my mind when I see a bike. 

I24, 24 years old  

 

Clothing and physical appearance 

Clothing choices such as dresses, skirts, flare pants, high heels, and long coats can be a barrier to 

cycling in some cases. Whether it lacks practicality or makes interviewees uncomfortable, clothing 

impacts cycling frequency: 

You already feel uncomfortable when you walk wearing a skirt, so when you bike, first it is 

not practical, but you also feel that people only see that: you are wearing a skirt on a bike!  

 

I1, 18 years old 

I wear less dresses when I am cycling. 

I5, 23 years old 

 

Some jobs require quite sophisticated outfits and appearance, refraining some to cycle from working, 

such as I24. Overall, many interviewees came up with strategies to overcome this barrier: I3 wears 

skirts that enable her to pedal without being blocked, I7 wears shorts under her dress, I10 uses two 

outfits and gets dressed when she arrives at work, I15 bought some elastic bands to fasten her flare 

pants and avoid any obstruction in the bike chain, and I6 affirms it’s more comfortable to wear heels 

on a bike than walking with it.  

Yet, I3 admits that she takes her time when cycling to work as she does not want to arrive there 

sweating. I18 also bought an electric bike to avoid arriving sweaty to work. I15 justifies these 

strategies by acknowledging that it is more socially acceptable for a man to sweat than a woman. 

However, I6 highlights that it is completely doable to arrive not sweaty if one takes the time, leaves 

in advance, and follows their own rhythm when biking. 
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 Mechanics skills 

Having a private bike often requires technical reparation. I7 shares feeling insecure as a woman not 

to be able to fix anything related to her bike. She also does not want to be mixed with men who are 

more likely to be experienced during mechanic workshops. Interestingly, I15 appreciates how bike 

mechanics enables to make mechanics accessible to everyone: 

I find it interesting with bikes that it is not so difficult; it is accessible to everyone providing 

you work a bit on it. And the satisfaction it can provide you with by being able to repair your 

own bike… We often think that mechanics is something not suitable for women or something 

they have no interest in and bikes prove the opposite. It is really something non-gendered, 

accessible to everyone, it does not require a lot of expertise, only a bit of knowledge and 

practice. 

I15, 28 years old  

5.1.3.2. Cyclists’ gender-unspecific barriers to cycling 

Road risks and cohabitation between road users 

Road risks and cohabitation between road users might be the most recurring barrier cited among 

interviewees. Although some feel secure when cycling such as I2, I15 and I24, most bring up the 

need to be very watchful on the road. The road is described as a “hostile environment” for cyclists, 

mainly because of traffic and cars drivers (I7, 31 years old). For example, I1 talks about a car driver 

that absolutely wanted to overtake her without worrying about the potential collision with the 

rearview mirror.  

Many take some measures to increase their security such as being very visible, avoiding headphones 

and wearing a helmet. I9 learned to “signal every of her moves”, “to check other road users’ 

behaviors”, “to look at car front wheels instead of blinkers” , and “to check every corner of an 

intersection before crossing it” (I9, 32 years old). Talking about watchfulness, I12 pays “double more 

attention to avoid any accident” to compensate for a potential lack of watchfulness from the car driver 

(I12, 33 years old). I10 admits that the hazardous nature of cycling might be an element that could 

lead her to question cycling as her daily mode of transport eventually.  

This hostility is linked to the existing animosity between road users. Car drivers and pedestrians 

reproach cyclists to be reckless, and some of the interviewees do not deny it. I9, I12, I15 and I18 

admit that there are cyclists who do not respect the traffic laws but , according to I15, “overall, cyclists 

do pay attention as they risk more” (I15, 28 years old) and I9 regrets that the reckless behavior of 

certain cyclists encourages a negative image of cyclists. Yet, the hostility is very present when it 

comes to sharing the road. Many interviewees share the experience of quarreling with car drivers or 

pedestrians. This includes cars drivers honking, accelerating, or yelling to signal their irritation, 

pedestrians walking on the cycling path instead of the sidewalk, and being aggressive when they are 

told to move, etc. 

Weather, organization, investment, and thefts 

Heavy rain, snow and cold are potential barriers preventing some interviewees from cycling. This is 

the case for I1, who admits that if it was 20°C and sunny all year long she would always be on her 

bike and I5, who favors the subway or the bus when the weather is not ideal. I15 tends to feel more 

vulnerable when it is raining as the road gets wet and the risk to fall gets higher. Nevertheless, several 

interviewees argue that if one has the suitable clothing equipment (raincoat, rain trousers, gloves, 

earmuffs, etc.), the weather is no longer an issue: 

When you have the right equipment, it does not get colder than if you were walking . 

I10, 25 years old 
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Cycling often requires a little bit of organization and investment at the beginning, such as clothes 

adapted to the different meteorological conditions, bike locks, etc. I10 also mentions that she had to 

learn several things when it comes to bike repair and maintenance. But organization is only temporary 

as, when it becomes a routine, it becomes easier according to I16. Plus, I2 argues that when cycling 

becomes a habit, some obstacles do not really matter , such as rain. 

A common concern was raised about bike thefts though. I2 wishes, for instance, to buy a fancy bike 

but keeps herself from doing so as she knows that someone will steal it from her eventually. I3 also 

makes sure to invest in bikes that do not look fancy. The same applies to I10, who does not invest in 

expensive items (saddle, battery, etc.), and buys efficient bike locks to secure her bike. Vélo’v is 

seen as practical alternative to avoid thefts for several interviewees.   

Outskirts  

The relationship to cycling can also vary whether one lives in the center of the city or the outskirts. 

The interviewees seemed quite aware of these differences. I1 and I3 indeed acknowledge that it is 

not reasonable to blame people who live far for using their car. I15 also suffers from this limitation 

as her job implies going into industrial areas that are quite far from the center and where biking, 

hence, is not suitable.   

Finally, the interviewees were asked to give their opinion on the existing infrastructures and cycling 

policies in Lyon, and provide potential suggestions as to how to improve diversity among cyclists 

and cycling levels. 

5.1.4.  Cyclists’ opinions on the existing cycling environment in Lyon 

First, when asked about the impact of cycling infrastructures on their cycling practices, the 

interviewees often acknowledge that they are essential. I16 started cycling when she moved to Lyon 

and she affirms that in another case, it might not have been the same, infrastructures therefore playing 

a significant role for her. I18 also believes that more infrastructure will motivate people to take up 

cycling, especially to go to work or do groceries. I24 acknowledges that having a good display of 

infrastructure shows that the city allows for and encourages cycling.  

Cycling lanes 

Cycling lanes are seen as important for many of the interviewees. Without them, I3 says she would 

not be doing 8km to go to work because she would feel less safe. I15 and I16 also consider cycling 

lanes especially important: 

I feel more secure on a road where there is a cycling lane or at least a path reserved to bus 

and bikes. If I am on a street where there are none, I am going to change my path and go in 

a safer street where I will be less watchful, where I will fear less cars passing too close from 

me. It is true that having a reserved path is what made me at ease.  

I16, 26 years old 

 

Lyon offers, according to I2, I3 and I10, many bicycle lanes. However, traffic between pedestrians, 

buses, scooters, and cars parked on cycling lanes are a big issue. I10, for instance, finds it increasingly 

difficult to find her place on the road. Besides, some cycling lanes are often described as dangerous  

and prone to accidents, such as reversed routes for cyclists in one-way streets. 

Vélo’v 

Opinions on Vélo’v are quite divided. Some find them helpful due to the many stations existing 

across the city such as I1 and I16. They say not to have experienced many technical issues due to the 



22 

app that enables to geolocate Vélo’v and grade them. Some are more doubtful: I24 thought the renting 

process seemed complicated at first, I2 finds these bicycles too heavy, and I7 and I15 prefer to have 

a bike that follows them wherever they go, and which is less likely to be damaged. Finally, I7 suggests 

that women may prefer to have their own bike because certain Vélo’v stations are sometimes 

occupied by guys loitering around, and it could make some women reluctant to go to a station to pick 

up a bike. 

Bike parking and sheds 

I1 criticizes the bike parking capacity of the city for bikes that are not Vélo’v, especially for cargo 

bikes. The presence of bike sheds in private buildings is also seen as especially important for I2 and 

I18 when having a private bike. 

5.1.5. Cyclists’ suggestions to improve diversity among cyclists and 

cycling levels  

Suggestions for infrastructures 

Cycling lanes are regularly described as dangerous. I7 suggests thus checking and improving those 

prone to accidents, and involving cyclists through audits. I15 criticizes cycling policies for lacking 

logic and not being substantive enough. It appears to her that cycling policies are here “to show that 

the city is doing things”, but without really considering “the real needs of cyclists” (I15, 28 years 

old). Involving cyclists through audits thus appears as a suitable suggestion to overcome this.   

When it comes to Vélo’v, I1 suggests better information on its functioning, smaller Vélo’v for 

children, and I5 argues that there should be Vélo’v equipped with baby seats.  

Interviewees also encourage more multimodal bike parking for all types of bikes in private 

residences, schools, and companies. 

The presence of infrastructure is thus important, especially, as I1 and I16 indicate, because one of 

the first barriers to cycling is the lack of security. However, several interviewees argue that it is not 

sufficient. I24 admits for instance that it is not the presence of infrastructure which encouraged her 

to cycle.  

Complementary measures 

I6 proposes to focus on the “bike system”, a full set of complementary measures, which includes 

infrastructures, but is not restricted to that. Other measures she offers include education with training 

courses on how to cycle in urban areas and how to cycle with children, and self-repair workshops 

(I6, 38 years old). Many interviewees argue for more awareness campaigns about security, road users’ 

cohabitation, and the existing cycling associations which can provide many helpful services. I16 

suggests a focus on younger people in schools, with more education and incentives to cycle to create 

lasting habits. I5 also adds the importance of embracing a broader cyclist public by teaching to 

populations who are less likely to cycle, or who did not learn to cycle as a child to do so through 

workshops and events for beginners. Substantive policies, as I15 advocates for, should  take cycling 

associations as an example, seeing that they aim at providing self-repair workshops only for parents 

and children, or only for women. In this way, they answer the specific needs of certain cyclists.  

To encourage cycling, several interviews advocate for more financial  incentives. I2 and I7 suggest 

for instance making it mandatory for companies to contribute to cycling fees to encourage sustainable 

mobility within their employees. This measure already exists but is only optional. Subsidies on bike 

purchase are also seen as efficient. I18, for instance, bought her electric bike thanks to municipal 

support.  
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Some punitive measures are also proposed: I2 and I3 encourage for instance more efforts against 

thefts, and I7 advocates for security cameras to fine reckless practices.  

Overall, I6 insists that cycling should not be encouraged to the detriment of walking. Many women 

move exclusively by walking to fulfil domestic charges, and this transport mode should really be 

taken into consideration in mobility policies. She suggests that, symbolically, cycling lanes should 

not be put on the sidewalk, but on the road or instead of parking places. Sidewalks should be left to 

people who walk, and the compromise should be at the cost of the dominant, in other words, of the 

car:  

Honestly, the rationales of mobility and patriarchy are quite similar. 

I6, 38 years old 

 

Furthermore, I6 makes the difference between band-aid and real treatment solutions:  

First, there is the band-aid that you apply on the wound: to have bikes which allow to deal 

with domestic charges such as cargo bikes and here, subsidies can play a role because such 

types of bikes are often expensive. But the real treatment of the wound is equally shared 

domestic charges. Domestic chores must sound appealing for dads as well: riding a cargo 

bike with your kids on it makes you look cool; it truly is a matter of representation. It must 

appear as a tool that women will see as something that is going to make their life easier , and 

that men will see as something that is going to make them look super cool so that they start 

to get involved in sharing charges. A combination of both types of solutions could work. But 

it is a long-term undertaking, especially in some social environments where the domestic load 

is far from being equally shared, where the financial barrier is particularly important, and 

where the car culture is well rooted. But it is by seeing a cargo bike in the street that I bought 

one and it is by showing to people that it is possible that we can achieve it. 

I6, 38 years old  

 

This long-term undertaking also involves a work on social norms and injunctions towards women, 

for instance when it comes to physical appearance to get rid of this “perfection” ideal (I15, 28 years 

old).  

Finally, I24 highlights the importance of representation and proposes concrete measures . This 

includes inclusive advertisements for cycling that display portraits of women of all ethnicities, ages, 

etc. A more accompanying communication on the functioning of Vélo’v to make it accessible to a 

greater public is also suggested, with lots of visuals of scenes of everyday life to allow people to 

identify and imagine themselves as potential cyclists: 

It is important to see a woman in an ad, because seeing someone we do not especially expect 

to see is really a game changer, then we tell ourselves “I didn’t think that this type of profile 

used Vélo’v” and it can, unconsciously, gets into your head, plant seeds, and eventually we 

are going to open doors by ourselves and reckon “well, why not after all?” 

I24, 24 years old  

 

Overall, the interviewees share quite an optimistic view as regards the future of cycling. Although 

there is a lot of work to do when it comes mindsets etc., I1 believes that “if Northern countries 

succeeded to do it, there is no reason why we couldn’t achieve it as well someday” (I1, 18 years old). 

However, the need for a multi-faceted approach seems to be quite unanimous. 
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5.2. Non-cyclists’ interviews 

The same approach has been used in non-cyclists’ interviews than in cyclists’ interviews. They have 

been asked about their main barriers to cycling, their perceptions on cycling, their opinions on the 

existing cycling environment in Lyon, and suggestions for improvement of cycling levels and 

diversity among cyclists. 

5.2.1. Non-cyclists’ barriers to cycling 

As mentioned before, several barriers raised in cyclists interviews also emerged in non-cyclists’ 

interviews. Some, however, conflict with the motivations given by cyclists to cycling.  

5.2.1.1. Non-cyclists’ gender-specific barriers to cycling 

Clothing and physical appearance 

I23 cites outfit as a limitation and does not want to risk damaging her clothes by falling. She would 

also feel uncomfortable and insecure wearing skirts and dresses on a bike, clothes that she often 

wears.  Besides, I121 sees the physical effort as a barrier as she does not want to arrive sweaty at 

work, a perspective shared by I14. I19 also confirms that arriving to work not “all fresh” would 

restrain her from cycling (I19, 72 years old).  

Mechanics skills 

I19 explains that not knowing anything about bike and repair maintenance restrains her from cycling.  

Social networks influence 

Social networks are seen both as a barrier and as a potential solution as I4 cycled once at night 

because she was with friends. She says otherwise that if she was alone, she would have called an 

Uber. On the contrary, I22 stopped cycling because her friend stopped, and another friend of her 

keeps telling her she is scared to do so, which does not encourage her to start again. I19 also claims 

that she might probably try cycling again, but accompanied by a friend.  

Menstruation 

I23 fears that biking during her period could be uncomfortable and painful.  

5.2.1.2. Non-cyclists’ gender-unspecific barriers to cycling 

Road risks, cohabitation between road users, and thefts 

Risk aversion is shared by most of the interviewees. I4 presumes it can be dangerous to cycle in urban 

environments and explains that, since she does not cycle, she is not aware of the existing 

infrastructures. Therefore, she believes, with I23, that there will always be a risk to be hit by a car or 

to fall on the road because of clumsiness. I21 cannot stand the idea of the dangerous possibility that 

a car could brush past her on a bike. As a result, cycling generates fear and anxiety for them , as it 

implies taking decisions and a constant watchfulness. I8 also worries, as she heard about a lot of 

accidents, while I13 witnessed an accident that marked her. I17, I19 and I23 furthermore affirm to 

have seen many cyclists act recklessly discouraging them to taking up cycling. Besides,  I13 specifies 

that cyclists are more vulnerable when it comes to protection, as, if an accident occurs, the body will 

be impacted first. Moreover, I14 also cites the delivery vans in the morning which park on the cycling 

lanes, making them dangerous.  
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The cohabitation between road users especially seems to be a barrier:  

If there were only bikes, I think it would be different but to combine all types of transports… 

I am not only responsible of myself but I also need to be careful about the others because  

cars drivers are not especially going to pay attention to cyclists.  

I8, 35 years old  

 

If I was alone on my bike, that would not be an issue but to cohabit with cars, bikes, 

pedestrians… All of this makes me feel unsafe on a bike in Lyon. We do not pay at tention to 

one another, and cyclists act as if they were entitled to do anything. But it is a matter of 

cohabitation, we do not really put ourselves into the shoes of the others.  

I13, 34 years old 

 

The fear of road users does not only involve the fear of cars but also of cyclists themselves: 

On cycling lanes, the most seasoned cyclists are impressively fast, therefore the few times I 

cycled to the park I was afraid, not because I do not know how to cycle, not because I could 

fall, but because there were people so comfortable that they go super, super, fast. 

 

I8, 35 years old 

 

Finally, concerns about thefts are shared by many interviewees, as they hear about a lot of thefts and 

do not want to invest in a bike as a result. I19 is open to the idea of buying an ugly bike but wonders 

if it will be comfortable enough for her. Vélo’v is mentioned by I14 as a practical alternative  to avoid 

thefts. 

Lack of information about cycling environment 

I23 does not know how Vélo’v work. She is concerned about potential technical problems that could 

arise, like forgetting something in the bike basket, arriving late because of full Vélo’v stations, etc. 

She also finds it quite difficult to find her place on the road between pedestrians, scooters, cyclists, 

etc. This concern is shared by I8 who is not familiar with the existing cycling lanes , and therefore 

worries about where to cycle. 

Lack of practicality, tendency to prefer walking, and habits  

I4 mentions the lack of practicality of cycling compared to means of public transport where you can 

“sit down”, “relax”, with “more comfort” “while doing other things” (I4, 27 years old). She also 

mentions the issue of parking the bike in a suitable sport when she wants to stop in a shop. Besides, 

the absence of bike sheds, especially in private homes, is a big constraint. I8 thinks having a bike 

would be more of a “bulk” (I8, 35 years old), and I13 indicates that if she had somewhere safe to put 

her bike, this would be an advantage.  

Moreover, several interviewees rather walk than cycle. I8 explains that walking to work, for instance, 

enables her to clear up her mind, and cycling would add up a mental load to her routine. I19 walks 

because she finds everything she needs within her neighborhood, I13 simply sees walking as more 

practical, and I17 prefers to walk as it requires less exercise, it is more pleasant , and allows her to 

appreciate more what is around her.  

Finally, I4 explains that losing the habit of cycling when growing up can have an impact on her 

cycling practice: 

To me, it is a matter of habits, it has been years since I did not cycle so it would not come to 
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my mind today to say “let’s stroll around with a bike” unless maybe where you find yourself 

in a situation where there are no means of public transport, and you do not know how to come 

back home. 

 

I4, 27 years old  

Health 

I11 suffers from dyspraxia, and she cannot cycle, for the activity requires a motor function that she 

has not been able to develop. I17 also cites medical conditions as a reason for her not to cycle. I19 

and I22 explain that they both have balance issues linked to old age, I22 is deaf and had her knees 

operated which led her to stop cycling because she fears not being able to get back on her feet in case 

of a fall. Besides, being deaf prevents her from hearing road users beeping, which can be dangerous, 

and she reckons that this fear increases by getting older. Furthermore, hygienic concerns, not only 

due to Covid-19, restrain I23 in touching handlebars that have been touched by many people before 

her when it comes to Vélo’v.  

Outskirts and weather 

Two interviewees live quite far from the center and cycling just appears too laborious and time-

consuming for them. I21 indeed lives in a place located in the heights and, therefore, cannot imagine 

herself cycling home, unless she uses an electric bike. Besides, cold and rain are perceived as barriers 

for I17 and I19, and I21 adds that it requires a lot of courage to overcome this lack of comfort.  

The interviewees were also asked to describe how they perceive cycling. 

5.2.2. Non-cyclists’ perceptions on cycling 

5.2.2.1. Non-cyclists’ gender-specific perceptions on cycling 

Safety at nighttime 

Several interviewees describe cycling as a potential tool to increase safety, especially at nighttime. 

I19 indeed explains that she is not able to run anymore, therefore biking at night could increase her 

perceived safety. I23 also mentions that she has been advised to use a bike at nighttime, and I11 says 

that she would probably feel safer by cycling to avoid harassment.   

Assumed standard cyclist 

I17 associates cycling with the Tour de France for men, skin-tight clothes, and something for older 

people. 

5.2.2.2. Non-cyclists’ gender-unspecific perceptions on cycling 

Freedom, childhood, and hobby 

I11 perceives cycling as something positive, “a symbol of freedom”, enabling to go anywhere, at any 

time, without depending on means of public transport (I11, 25 years old). I19 and I22 also mention 

freedom when thinking about cycling, and I23 adds that cycling makes mobility easier. 

Overall, several interviewees associate cycling with their childhood. Most of them share positive 

memories of their young self with their family during weekends or the journeys to school. They 

remember a feeling of freedom, leisure, rapidity, but also safety as it involved cycling in the 

countryside. 
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Finally, I14 sees cycling more as a hobby than a transport means, that she can use on Sunday’s 

afternoons when the weather is sunny to stroll around. I19 wishes she could cycle because it enables 

to go further away than by walking, to see more things. I22 also associates cycling with pleasure . 

Ecology 

Cycling is seen by I19 as an environmental-friendly mobility, for it does not produce noise pollution 

and does not require any energy unless the human body.  

Finally, the interviewees were asked to give their opinion on the existing infrastructures and cycling 

policies in Lyon, and provide potential suggestions as to how to improve diversity among cyclists 

and cycling levels. 

5.2.3. Non-cyclists’ opinions on the existing cycling environment in Lyon 

I4, I8 and I14 believe that the presence of infrastructure is not enough to encourage cycling as, in 

their case, the increasing infrastructures did not necessarily make them want to cycle. I17 also doubts 

that increasing cycling lanes will encourage cycling levels and lifestyle changes because it tends to 

bother people that the implementation of more cycling infrastructures take the place of cars. I11, I19 

and I23, on the other hand, argue that infrastructures are necessary, important to encourage cycling , 

and should be there to make people safe and cycling easy. I13 also thinks that infrastructures can 

encourage and allow to move and park easily.  

5.2.4. Non-cyclists’ suggestions to improve diversity among cyclists and 

cycling levels 

Cycling lanes completely separated from the road matter according to I4, I14, and I17. Vélo’v, 

furthermore, appears as an efficient tool to I14 and I17 as it is not expensive in their opinion. 

Complementary measures should, however, be implemented according to several interviewees. 

For instance, I4 advocates for financial incentives such as  subsidies on bike purchase. I23 suggests 

more bike registrations to facilitate research in case of thefts , and I14 proposes more spaces where 

to change clothes and take a shower in workplaces. I8 and I19 insist on education, training courses 

on traffic laws and communication about vulnerable road users. I22 suggests speed limits for cyclists, 

I13 and I23 advocate for security campaigns to encourage cyclists to wear reflective items, helmets, 

avoid headphones, and use their arms to signal a movement. 

Sanctions for reckless cyclists are also considered by I19 who claims that cyclists’ rights should not 

dismiss duties, and a cycling license could be suitable. Stricter legislation on the respect of road 

signage by cyclists is also encouraged by I22.  

Besides, I22 advocates for a more inclusive policy when it comes to older people, and I19 insists that 

advertising for cycling should not make car drivers or pedestrians feel excluded. According to her, 

there should be a civic communication that promotes the respect of all types of transport, and a proper 

cohabitation between road users in the public space.  

Cars should also be a focus in cycling policies according to I19 and I22. I19 suggests for instance 

increasing car parking at the entrance of the city, and thus encouraging people who live far from the 

center to leave their cars at the entrance and bike to the center. However, I22 insists on keeping cars 

for people who need it because of their age.  

Finally, I19 and I23 draw a parallel between Lyon and other cities where they experimented a whole 

different cycling culture. Montreal, for instance, is described by I19 as somewhere where people 

respect road signage and are not being uncivil. I123 talks about her Erasmus experience in Leuven 
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where she was cycling because it was safe when it comes to thefts and nighttime. Addressing cycling 

culture with some of the measures mentioned before appears thus relevant to them.  

5.3. Members of cycling association’ interviews 

Two cycling associations have been interviewed, La Ville à Vélo and Ponyo Café Vélo. The 

representatives have been asked about their role in the association, the association’ activities , and 

potential suggestions to improve cycling levels and diversity among cyclists  within and outside the 

scope of their project.  

5.3.1. La Ville à Vélo 

5.3.1.1. Presentation of the representative 

I6 entered the association’s board of directors two years ago to provide more gender representation 

within the association, and show that “cycling is not only for forty-years-old white engineer sporty 

men” (I6, 38 years old). She explains that the association tries to incorporate more women in the 

cyclist portraits it presents, and the representatives of the association in the media. 

5.3.1.2.  Association’ activities 

The goal of the association is to lobby and advocate for more cycling infrastructures and the 

consideration of cycling as a transport means in all constructions and public works:  

For instance, if there is a diversion for cars, we ask for a diversion for bikes as well, we also 

ask for bike parking in train stations, etc. […] We also try to survey building permits of big 

property projects to check the conformity of bike sheds, etc. Recently we have been able to 

help one of our members to demand to her union the compliance upgrade of the bike shed of 

her building. Today the law on bike sheds in new constructions is good, but it must be 

respected. We therefore try to make sure it is the case; it is very time consuming. 

I6, 38 years old 

They also work hand in hand with other associations such as La Maison du Vélo which focuses on 

formations for cyclists and future cyclists on how to cycle in urban environments, with children, etc. 

They also cooperate with Les Ateliers de la Clavette, which gathers bike repair and self-repair 

workshops such as L’Atelier du Chat Perché. The latter organizes some self-repair sessions only for 

women or parents with their children.  

Overall, the representative explains that a “bike system” is needed (I6, 38 years old) which includes 

infrastructures but also education, training courses, cycling services  provided by a network of 

associations, and role models to improve cycling levels and diversity among cyclists.  

5.3.2. Ponyo Café Vélo 

5.3.2.1. General presentation of the project 

Ponyo Café Vélo is an ongoing feminist project which will open in a few months. Three women 

decided to create a bar-restaurant-coffee with a bike repair and self-repair workshop. It will also 

involve training programs for women who do not know how to cycle, the possibility to have self-

repair workshops only for women, conferences, movies projections, debates, etc.:  

Our opinion is that there are not enough women who cycle and are involved in bike 
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mechanics. And it happens because bike workshops are mainly occupied by men, a lot of 

biases occur there and it is quite hard for a woman to go and repair her bike alone, without 

any prior knowledge, in a self-repair workshop. We would like to fight against that by 

proposing a safe, inclusive, and convivial place for women and all the others discriminated 

persons in that field. 

I20A, 31 years old  

5.3.2.2. Presentation of the associates  

I20A started cycling to go to work, 15km away from where she lived. However, she says to have 

encountered many negative experiences as a woman in bike workshops:  

I have been sold shitty bikes, I always had mechanics problems because the bikes that I have 

been advised to buy were not compatible at all with the distance and type of journeys I was 

doing every day. To be honest, I think that when I entered a shop and told a guy that I was 

biking 30km a day, he did not believe me, and sold me a city bike with basic materials that 

broke every week. 

I20A, 31 years old  

Yet, she continued to cycle for it provides her with a feeling of freedom and autonomy. She, however, 

came to realize how underrepresented and unwelcome women are in this field and started to get 

involved into activism. She illustrated Vélotaf, a book on how to cycle to work, participated in bike 

trails and started to get interested in mechanics. Her training in bike mechanics allowed her to 

perceive it as something not so hard and inaccessible , and left her with a greater sense of autonomy 

and confidence.  

I20B, the second associate, cycles since she was a kid and started mountain biking to fit in her 

childhood village where boys were more numerous than girls. Growing up, she continued to cycle by 

cycling to work. Her motivations were environmental, financial, athletic , but also practical. She 

explains having an advantage because of her everyday outfit - tracksuit and sneakers - that, according 

to her, safeguard her from many problems linked to harassment. She indeed mentions having been 

assaulted the one time she cycled wearing more immaculate clothes.  

Both narrate noteworthy experiences with other cyclists that they refer to as a “masculinity contest” 

such as men cycling twice as hard to overtake them when they just did the same to them, or a man 

stopping in front of them when the red is light to make sure he goes first when the light turns green 

(I20A, 31 years old).  

5.3.2.3. Project goals 

The primary goal of the association is to provide women and other underrepresented people with a 

safe and inclusive place to repair their bikes. I20B explains that, while cycling is a remarkably simple 

transport means, something can break easily and prevent the cyclist to bike. But the hopeful side is 

that a bike is, according to her, quite easy to repair. She argues that providing cyclists with a bike 

repair and self-repair workshop gives an emancipation tool for women by allowing them to be more 

“autonomous” and avoid “workshops where they face male biases” (I20B, 26 years old).  

Besides, they both affirm that there is no such thing as bikes for men and bikes for women and 

advocate for a better consideration of cyclists’ individual needs and characteristics in bike designs 

and advice: 

There is almost zero consideration that women could want high-performance, competition, a 

light bike. What is also funny is that I learned in my training that the saddle must be adapted 
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to men’s genitals but how many women suffer because their saddle is not adapted to theirs! 

The women’s biological characteristics linked to giving birth are acknowledged such as 

larger hips and larger buttock bones: saddles are smaller and larger at the back but, unlike 

men’s saddles, they do not have a hole in the middle to prevent sore bumps. I honestly think 

that men do not question that. To them, a woman has nothing between her legs.  

I20B, 26 years old 

As a result, I20A systematically advices women to use a split saddle.  

They also aim to raise awareness through cultural events and contribute to more representation as 

women mechanists and self-employed people who appropriate norms associated with men (ambition, 

money, strength, mechanics knowledge, getting hands dirty, etc.).  

Moreover, as the location of the project will be in Villeurbanne, a cosmopolitan working-class area, 

they would like to collaborate with another association, Sport dans la Ville. The latter contributes to 

a better integration of working-class inhabitants through sport. I20B namely mentions being 

interested by such collaboration, as she heard about a study concluding that public spaces related to 

sports are mainly occupied by men in Lyon. 

5.3.2.4. Additional suggestions to improve diversity among cyclists and cycling 
levels  

Several measures outside the scope of their project are considered to be important by the two 

associates to increase cycling levels and diversity among cyclists . Examples are bicycle highways, 

speed limits, and more mixed-spaces for pedestrians and bikes. They see infrastructures as a good 

starting point to tackle the security concerns, and encourage cycling by making it more welcome. 

Complementary measures are also pointed out such as communication campaigns to show how 

practical, simple, rapid, fluid, and accessible cycling is. The organization of second-hand bike 

markets is suggested by the respondents, as it can provide people with affordable bikes. Moreover, 

municipal subsidies to encourage people to buy bikes – and not only electric bikes, which are often 

the targets of subsidies – is seen as necessary by the respondents.  

Finally, a substantive work on social norms is needed according to them. Talking about the injunction 

for women to always be neat and well-dressed that might create a barrier to cycling, I20B explains 

that: 

The problem is not to put makeup on, it is the systemic problem that only women put makeup 

on. If putting makeup on was considered normal for men too that would be solved. It just 

needs to stop being an injunction automatically directed to women. It is the only problem, not 

the fact that some women put makeup on. We do not want to reverse the problem by creating 

the opposite injunction. 

I20B, 26 years old 

And I20A adds: 

About sweat, I always advice people not to pedal too fast. If you control your effort, cycling 

does not require more energy than walking. If you want to go faster then, yes, it is a physical 

exercise that makes you sweat, but it if you only want to cycle calmly without sweating, it is 

possible. It is even more difficult if you do not cycle frequently because you tend to want to 

go faster. 

I20A, 31 years old  
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5.4. City hall meeting 

Although no municipal representative replied to the invitation to participate in an interview, I did 

attend a meeting held by the city hall of Lyon 7 th arrondissement on the presentation of the new 

cycling project for 2030, named “Les Voies Lyonnaises”. It has been inspired by the project “Le 

reseau express vélo” proposed by La Ville à Vélo. They removed “express” to be more inclusive and 

show that these infrastructures are not only directed to experienced cyclists who cycle fast.  

The project consists of the construction of 13 new lanes by 2030, involving 355km of infrastructures 

and connecting 49 municipalities. The project is ambitious and aims at connecting the outskirts with 

the center, improving air quality, reducing noise pollution, and tackling sedentary lifestyle. The 

bicycle lanes are thought primarily to be safe, with large and continuous lanes separated from the 

road and the sidewalk to encourage cycling among everyone. They will also be equipped with bicycle 

pumps, water fountains, and visible signage. At the end of the meeting, I asked the municipal 

representative if the project involved, besides infrastructure implementations, communication 

campaigns, or other measures to make cycling attractive for everyone. He answered that other 

measures will accompany this project such as the reduction of traffic speed to 30km/h in mars 2022, 

secure bike parking, intermodality measures providing people with the opportunity to take their bike 

in the tramway, and communication campaigns related to these new measures.   

5.5. Self-repair workshop and round-table discussion 

The meeting was held in Paris and started with a self -repair workshop followed by a round-table 

discussion on the place of cycling in women’s urban lives.  

The workshop was hosted by a self-taught woman mechanic. She presented the several aspects that 

need to be considered when cycling in the city: how to choose a bike adapted to our usage, budget, 

and morphology, how to adjust it depending on the road situations, and mechanics-related things to 

know when it comes to security (brakes, transmission, tires, etc.). She argued that each individual 

has a specific morphology, and must therefore choose a bike adapted to it. Plus, she emphasized that 

the way the bike will be used by each person matters more than the gender they identify with to 

determine what type of bike is the most appropriate. 

The round-table discussion on the place of cycling in women’s urban lives was hosted by three 

representatives of cycling initiatives: Beyond My Bike, Femmes en Mouvement and Je suis à Vélo. 

Beyond My Bike is an online cycling community of women that has been launched in 2021 on social 

media with the goal of accompanying women in their practice and making them more visible. Femmes 

en Mouvement’s objective is to promote, on the one hand, the place of women in the mobility field 

and on the other hand, women’s mobility. Lastly, Je suis À Vélo is a clothing and accessories shop 

dedicated to urban cycling that aims at making it more fun and attractive.  

The discussion started around the perceptions on cycling generally shared among women who cycle. 

Compared to men’s perceptions that tend to focus more on practicality and performance, women tend 

to associate cycling with freedom, independence, and autonomy before anything else. Several barriers 

to cycling have then been discussed such as safety concerns, clothing and equipment, and domestic 

responsibilities. These barriers impact unequally women and men and can explain the lower cycling 

levels among women. 

The hosts explained that ‘vélotaf’, i.e., cycling to work, has greatly increased the share of women 

among cyclists, and contributed to a change in the general perceptions on cycling, pictured before as 

something made for rapidity, sport, and performance. Such image has especially been shared by the 

Tour de France for men which portrayed cycling as a manly activity necessarily requiring fluorescent 

equipment. Vélotaf enabled to transform the bicycle into a daily-life object. There is still today a 

substantial gender gap in sport cycling though, and cycle touring plays an important role in 
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normalizing it for everyone. 

According to the hosts, addressing the representations of cycling must be a priority to reduce the 

gender gap. For instance, the representations and stereotypes associated to cyclists and mechanics 

must change in the series, brands, etc. Inclusive brands can participate to this change by proposing 

cycling clothing for women, but also communities such as Beyond My Bike, or even authors such as 

Louise Roussel who provide role models. Deconstructing gender stereotypes is also seen by the hosts 

as fundamental. For instance, low bike frames are associated to women but are in fact, accessible to 

everyone, depending on one’s morphology and preferences. Increased share of female engineers in 

the design process of bikes and cycling equipment could help addressing these stereotypes. Education 

is also key, as girls are often taught not to be too adventurous and to be careful , which can create 

lasting differences when it comes to bike practices.  

Besides, cycling infrastructures are considered important by the hosts, including public lighting that 

can increases the feeling of safety at nighttime. They appear as a lever to increase women among 

cyclists by answering safety concerns. Moreover, companies should be included in the process and 

provide more bike parking and cloakrooms to promote cycling among their employees. Self-repair 

workshops accessible to women without biases are also fundamental for their empowerment, 

emancipation, and autonomy. Finally, electric bikes are described as a game changer for a more 

inclusive cycling. By protecting the cyclist against the wind and slopes, they can indeed enable older 

people to cycle, facilitate children transportation, etc. Overall, the hosts emphasized that a bicycle 

ecosystem involving many actors and measures is needed for everyone to feel included and improve 

the experience of the cyclist.  

There was a debate between the participants about how to address safety concerns  among women. 

Some were in favor of teaching them how to fight in case of an assault, some argued that fear on a 

bike decreases over time with practice, and some maintained that it is actually safe to bike at any 

time, and that we should not fuel the fear. Another advocated for an inversion of the problem: instead 

of stating that “women do not bike because they are scared” , she suggested asking “why are they 

scared?”. According to her, cultural and social factors are not to undermine when answering this 

question. To her, bicycles lanes are not responsible for women not cycling; gender inequalities are. 

The hosts indeed agreed that inequalities in cycling are the result of the gender inequalities that exist 

more generally in the society, and that there are underlying and deeper factors that must be addressed 

to tackle these inequalities thanks to, for instance, education and the power of communities.  

6. Discussion 

6.1. Interpretation of the results  

This section will interpret the results through the lens of the theoretical concepts mentioned before 

to answer the three research questions:  

• Why is the representation of women lower among cyclists in Lyon?  

• What role do the gendered meanings attached to cycling play in explaining the gender gap in 

Lyon?  

• How can the knowledge of the gendered meanings attached to cycling inform policy making 

aiming at reducing the gender gap in cycling in Lyon?  

To facilitate the analysis of the collected data, the table below (Table 1) classifies the main findings 

from the interviews and participant observations according to the motility factor they correspond to 

(Kaufmann, 2004). The gender-specific aspects to cycling are underlined in the table , e.g., safety at 

nighttime.  
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Table 1: Motility Factors of Cyclists, Non-Cyclists, and Members of Cycling Associations 

Motility 

factor 

Cyclists Non-cyclists Members of cycling 

associations 

 

Accessibility 

 

City spatial 

characteristics and 

outskirts 

Low-cost mobility 

Investment and thefts 

Cycling lanes, Vélo’v, 

and bike parking 

 

 

Investment and thefts 

Health 

Outskirts 

Cycling lanes, Vélo’v, 

and bike parking 

 

 

Cycling infrastructures 

Cycling associations 

Low-cost mobility 

Cyclists services (bike 

design and advice in 

shops and workshops) 

 

Competences 

 

Social networks 

Mechanics skills 

 

Mechanics skills 

Knowledge of cycling 

environment 

Social networks 

 

 

Mechanics skills 

 

 

Appropriation 

 

Safety at nighttime 

Rapidity, flexibility, and 

practicality 

Exercise and hobby 

Ecology 

Covid-19 

Freedom and 

independence 

Activism 

Domestic charge and 

backlash 

Assumed standard cyclist 

Clothing and physical 

appearance 

Road risks and 

cohabitation between 

road users 

Weather 

Organization 

 

 

Clothing and physical 

appearance 

Road risks and 

cohabitation between 

road users 

Lack of practicality 

Tendency to prefer 

walking 

Habits 

Menstruation 

Freedom 

Hobby 

Childhood 

Safety at nighttime 

Assumed standard 

cyclist 

Ecology 

Weather 

 

Freedom and autonomy 

Confidence 

Activism 

Ecology 

Sport 

Practicality 

Occupation of public 

spaces 

Assumed standard 

cyclist 

The table provides an overview of the main barriers and motivations of women to cycling.  This 

research does not aim to analyze whether these aspects could also impact the cycling levels of men. 

Some aspects qualified in the presentation of results as ‘gender-unspecific’ could apply to men or 

other gender identities, as well as some of the elements that are classified as ‘gender-specific’ but it 

is not the goal of this research to investigate it. Its aim is to focus on understanding the relationship 

of women with cycling through the meanings they attach to it.  

As mentioned already in the presentation of the results, some barriers to cycling are common between 

cyclists and non-cyclists. The main one being road risks and the hostile cohabitation between road 
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users, classified as appropriation. Both cyclists and non-cyclists evoke the need to be very watchful 

when cycling, and the existing animosity between road users. Here, appropriation provides 

information on how women perceive cycling infrastructures, classified as accessibility. But a link 

with feminist theories must be made considering that such meaning - as well as others - that is already 

found in the existing literature on gender and cycling is not random. It can be explained as a result 

of underlying gendered processes, as Ravensbergen et al. (2019) argue. If lots of research on cycling 

and gender cite indeed risk aversion as one of the main barriers to cycling among women, the theories 

of performativity and embodiment can provide a more nuanced understanding of this reality. As Prati 

(2018) and Graystone et al. (2022) explained, women are likely to be victim of violence, both direct 

and indirect (street harassment, verbal abuse, sexual assault,  stereotypes, cultural norms, etc.) in the 

patriarchal environment they evolve in, which can discourage some from cycling, or create higher 

concerns about their personal safety. But it does not necessarily mean that women are more fearful 

than men. The theory of embodiment underscores that girls are actually raised to be careful to fit 

what Prati et al. refer to the “traditional social roles of females as care providers and nurturers” (Prati 

et al., 2019, p.5). As a result, they tend to perform this gender norm when they grow up which is, in 

reality, a social construction.  

Cycling infrastructures such as Vélo’v have also been described as not adapted to domestic tasks. 

Appropriation, once again, provides clues about how women perceive accessibility, and feminist 

theories can provide additional understanding of such barrier. Due to unequally shared domestic 

responsibilities in many social environments, women are often responsible of the mobility of care 

(groceries, childcare, etc.) and have, as a result, less flexible mobility patterns requiring more adapted 

equipment (Prati, 2018; Ravensbergen et al., 2019).  

Another aspect worth to analyze is the assumed standard cyclist, as perceived by cyclists and non-

cyclists. In both cases, cycling tends to be associated with different social identities than women, 

e.g., white experienced men. Appropriation, in that case, reveals a lack of representation of women 

among cyclists, which impacts the way cycling is perceived by them, and the way they portray 

themselves as cyclists or not. This finding corroborates Roussel (2021) and Bertho-Lavenir’ (2015) 

emphasize on the impact of role models on self-representations.  

Moreover, the research refines the “tyranny of small things” coined by Pucher and Buehler (2012) 

which includes “women’s concerns about appearance in the workplace”  and “lack of confidence in 

bicycle maintenance” (p.229). Several interviewees, both cyclists and non-cyclists, explained, for 

instance, being reluctant to arrive sweaty at work, and others affirm feeling insecure and 

inexperienced when it comes to bike mechanics. This research argues that they should not be 

perceived as small factors, as they reveal important underlying gendered processes. Concerns about 

physical appearance can be interpreted indeed as the result of restraining beauty norms associated 

with the performance of gender directly targeting women. And low confidence in mechanics skills 

can result from an exclusion of women from this field, and uncomfortable experiences of bike repair 

and maintenance, as Margot Abord de Chatillon showed in her research (2021). Here, appropriation, 

provides information on how women perceive their own competences.  

Other restraining aspects, less related to gender, are raised, especially among non-cyclists, such as 

concerns about thefts, geographical barriers, inappropriate weather, lack of information about cycling 

environment, tendency to prefer walking, habits, absence of bike sheds in private homes, and health 

issues.   

When it comes to motivations to cycling, the findings point out some appropriations of cycling that 

are clearly gendered. It is indeed used by several cyclists as a strategy to feel safe at nighttime and 

reappropriate public spaces. It echoes David Sayagh’ (2018) findings and extends the theory on the 

right to the city by showing that, although risk aversion can be a barrier to cycling, cycling can also 

contribute to a more inclusive right to the city by providing women with a tool to navigate freely the 

city at any time. Several non-cyclists also perceive it as such.  
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Cycling is also used as an empowerment tool by some cyclists and association’ representatives , just 

like feminist activists in the 19 th century, to tackle gender stereotypes and social injunctions directed 

to women when it comes to beauty standards and mechanics skills.  

Finally, social networks appear to play an important role in providing or not the interviewees with 

role models. For instance, most of the non-cyclists that have been interviewed enjoyed cycling as a 

child, but stopped doing so because they did not have any peers to cycle with , or to look up to. On 

the contrary, many of the cyclists that have been interviewed mention experiences with female friends 

which influenced positively their cycling practices. These findings corroborate Aldred and 

Jungnickel’ (2014) argument about the influence of social networks for cycling advocacy.  

Other motivations to cycling, less related to gender, are also mentioned, within cyclists’ answers such 

as the freedom, rapidity, and independence allowed for cycling, exercise, leisure, suitable city spatial 

characteristics, cost-efficiency, and satisfaction with environmental concerns. The latter is also 

shared by some non-cyclists, as well as the feeling of freedom that cycling can provide. But non-

cyclists tend to associate the specific meanings of freedom and leisure more with past memories of 

childhood, or experiences of cycling as a hobby, rather than a daily transportation mode. This could 

be explained by the setting of such experiences, happening generally in the countryside, where 

perceived road risks are lower than in urban environments. 

Overall, the meanings attached to cycling by women provide important information about how they 

appropriate cycling. Though appropriation can be less tangible than what Kaufmann refers as 

accessibility, acknowledging these somehow invisible factors provides more fine-grained 

understandings of the gender gap. Moreover, the findings of this research corroborate the initial 

hypothesis that barriers preventing women from cycling more in Lyon are not only the features of 

existing bicycle facilities (accessibility), but also the result of the gendered meanings attached to 

cycling (appropriation) which are locally, socially, and culturally constructed. This research therefore 

refutes material-oriented approaches by arguing that perceptions about infrastructures might matter 

more than they mere existence. The barriers related to appropriation, e.g., safety concerns, can indeed 

impact the access to existing cycling infrastructures. Meanings also reveal non-infrastructural aspects 

such as how women evaluate their competences, which are very important to acknowledge. For 

instance, the low confidence of women in their mechanics skills can discourage some from going to 

a self-repair workshop. Cultural and social norms, also occurring as a filter in how women appropriate 

cycling, reveal important aspects for explaining the gender gap, e.g., lack of representation of women 

among cyclists, beauty standards, etc. Finally, the analysis of the meanings through a feminist lens 

probes deeper into the findings by showing how meanings, skills, and infrastructures are intertwined 

with gender. It emphasizes the contribution of underlying gendered processes to the lower cycling 

levels among women.   

Finally, the knowledge of the gendered meanings attached to cycling can indicate policy-makers and 

grassroots associations what to reinforce, improve, or supply to close the gender gap. Prominent 

concerns about safety, for instance, provide information about women’s needs for safer 

infrastructures, especially cycling lanes. But here, two types of concerns must be differentiated, fear 

for collision and injury, and fear for personal safety. Both of them are raised in the interviews, yet, 

the first one is often more taken into consideration than the second one in policies (Xie & Spinney, 

2018; Ravensbergen et al., 2020; Graystone et al., 2022). An example of measure targeting fear for 

personal safety could be, for instance, improved public lighting, as one cycling association’ 

representative suggested. Besides, Vélo’v and bike parking’ design could be improved to be adapted 

to the mobility of care with, for instance, child-friendly shared bikes, and cargo bike parking. 

Moreover, companies should also be included in the process and provide their employees with a more 

cycling-friendly environment, e.g., bike parking, cloakrooms, etc. Finally, subsidies on electric bikes 

or cargo bikes purchase can be relevant. These bikes are indeed described by some cycling 

associations’ representatives as a game changer for a more inclusive cycling , as they can facilitate 

cycling for older people, and women who carry their children on their bike.  
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Goel et al. (2021) and Aldred et al. (2016) already highlighted the importance of explicitly taking 

into consideration the needs and preferences of underrepresented groups when planning cycling 

infrastructures. The empirical results of this research show that infrastructures are seen as an 

important encouragement to cycling, but must be better adapted to the meanings attached to them by 

underrepresented groups to increase cycling levels among everyone. Besides, some interviewees 

expressed high contentment about being interviewed. They said they were feeling valued and it 

encouraged some to reflect more on their own cycling practices. The method provides insights on the 

importance of participatory governance in the shaping of policies. The Swedish municipality of 

Umeå, for instance, incorporated a gender perspective in several urban projects (a bike tunnel, a free zone 

in a park, an inclusive skate park,  etc.) and collaborated with architects, artists, teenage girls, associations, 

etc. to design public spaces that meet the needs of women in terms of safety and accessibility (Gustafsson, 

n.d.). Similar approach could be done in Lyon as a way to enforce women’s right to the city by co-designing 

infrastructures adapted to their needs. 

Besides, the findings of this research reveal that normalizing cycling for all requires to focus on other 

aspects than infrastructures, corroborating Graystone et al.,’ (2022) argument that infrastructures can 

be a temporary solution while working on other aspects of the gender gap, more related to social and 

cultural norms, that are also crucial to ensure an equal right to the city and address SDG 11.7 about 

women’s access to public spaces. The interviews revealed indeed that several non-cyclists were not 

familiar with the existing cycling infrastructures since they do not cycle, and some of the barriers 

that prevent them from cycling appear thus to be outside the scope of the infrastructures. Such aspects 

include a lack of consideration of gender, race, and age in the way the cycling environment is 

designed and promoted, and restraining social norms.  

The lack of diversity in the cycling environment interacts with the concept of intersectionality, which 

emphasizes the need to embrace all axes of identity when planning and promoting cycling , as 

differences can occur within members of underrepresented groups depending on their race, age, class, 

etc. One cyclist mentioned namely the lack of representation of mixed-race and Black women among 

cyclists that personally impacted her cycling practices, as she could not picture herself cycling before 

one of her friends convinced her to try. More generally, the findings of this research show that cycling 

tend to be seen as an activity for white experienced men. Such image can be conveyed, among others, 

by the popularity of the Tour de France for men. It reinforces Aldred and Jungnickel (2014)’ position 

on culture, which shapes, according to them, the way we associate cycling to certain social identities. 

These findings highlight, once again, the importance of role models and the impact they can have on 

individuals’ self-representations, During the round-table discussion, the hosts emphasized the power 

of cycling communities and networks in shaping representations and encouraging cycling among 

underrepresented groups. Cycling policies could therefore be inspired by activism to also contribute 

to a cultural shift by promoting a more diverse cycling environment through, for instance, inclusive 

advertising and communication. Age is also a factor that can impact cycling levels among women, 

and therefore should be acknowledged. Some non-cyclists indeed mentioned barriers directly related 

to their age such as medical condition, disability, and higher concerns about safety as vulnerable road 

users. Such finding justifies Bonham and Wilson’s  (2011) argument to craft policies according to 

women’s life course experiences.  

When it comes to restraining social norms such as beauty standards, violence against women, 

unequally shared domestic responsibilities, or stereotypes about cycling practices associated to boys 

and girls, bike mechanics and bike design, education is suggested as a potential solution. It can indeed 

contribute to an in-depth work on gender inequalities among younger generations, and raise the future 

female cyclists, mechanics, and engineers of tomorrow. Cycling associations are also crucial to 

contribute to a change as they can provide women with safe places to engage into the cycling practices 

of their choice and repair their bikes without any harmful biases. They can also contribute to 

education and awareness among older generations about gender inequalities in cycling. Finally, such 

aspects could, once again, be transcribed in cycling policies with communication campaigns tackling 

gender stereotypes about cycling. 
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Other suggestions that could be incorporated into cycling policies are provided by the interviewees 

to increase cycling levels and diversity among cyclists. These include bike mentorship, awareness 

campaigns about traffic laws, security, and space-sharing practices, cycling events, financial 

incentives, etc. 

Overall, investigating the meanings that women attach to cycling appears truly relevant to understand 

better their main barriers and motivations to cycling. The investigation of the gendered meanings, in 

this case, highlights the need to work on complementary measures besides infrastructures . Since 

cycling involves much more than infrastructures, comprehensive measures are needed to embrace all 

the societal factors that can impact cycling levels among underrepresented groups to achieve long-

term change in gender inequalities and thus, social sustainability. A multi-faceted approach involving 

multiple actors is therefore required in cycling policies, covering gender-specific aspects, and linking 

“the material and the symbolic” as Aldred and Jungnickel suggested (2014, p.78). Involved actors 

include policy makers, cycling associations, and female cyclists and non-cyclists. The latter play 

indeed an important role in striving for gender equality and bridging the gender gap , as the 

understanding of their perceptions and needs is key to contribute to a more inclusive cycling 

environment. 

6.2. Unanswered questions and future research 

This research mainly focuses on the viewpoint of policy targets, not policy makers. It could be very 

relevant to conduct a feminist policy analysis to investigate specifically how gender is addressed in 

cycling policies in Lyon and propose potential alternatives for improvement.  

The sample size of this research also lacks to provide a comprehensive overview of the gendered 

meanings attached to cycling in Lyon as they vary according to different social groups, it could thus 

be relevant to proceed with a bigger sample in future research. 

Finally, many other road users are as vulnerable as women when it comes to road aggression and 

perceived safety. The LGBTQIA+ community, for instance, is not very represented in this research, 

additional trans and queer theories and research would be needed to provide a more inclusive input. 

7. Conclusion 

The gender gap in cycling in Lyon is the result of many aspects that have been classified in this 

research in terms of accessibility, competences, and appropriation, based on Kaufmann’ framework. 

Urban cycling policies tend to focus on accessibility to increase cycling levels , by developing cycling 

infrastructures. The investigation of the gendered meanings attached to cycling reveals that such an 

approach is not sufficient to increase diversity among cyclists. While cycling infrastructures 

(accessibility) are necessary and important, their design needs, for instance, to consider experiences 

by age and gender (appropriation) to be suitable for the greatest number of cyclists, especially 

underrepresented groups.  

Besides, cycling infrastructures must be accompanied by a whole set of measures  covering the socio-

cultural factors impacting negatively cycling levels among women: lack of representation of women 

among cyclists, gender stereotypes about cycling practices, social injunctions towards women, etc. 

Overall, all these less tangible factors reflect the gender inequalities already occurring in the society 

when it comes to societal roles and values. The latter can refrain women from cycling , despite the 

presence of cycling infrastructures and should, therefore, be acknowledged to bridge the gender gap. 

This can be done through more inclusive cycling advertisement, cycling communities and role 

models, education on social norms, etc.  

This research corroborates other works that have been conducted on gender and cycling, and 

advocates for the study of mobility through a feminist lens to provide a deeper understanding of the 
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reasons behind the gender gap. Moreover, interviews and participant observations provide significant 

insights into female cyclists and non-cyclists perceptions and needs in Lyon, and similar research 

could be done with bigger samples. Finally, this research aims at inspiring policymakers to adopt 

multi-faceted approaches, inspired by activist movements and involving multiple actors, to work 

toward a socio-cultural shift, and normalize cycling for all. 
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Appendices 

Interview Guide for Cyclists (French and English) 

 

1) Pouvez-vous vous présenter en quelques mots ?  

2) A quelle fréquence utilisez-vous le vélo ? Et pour aller où essentiellement ? 

3) Quelles sont les raisons principales pour lesquelles vous vous déplacez à vélo  ?  

4) Quand est-ce que vous favorisez d’autres modes de transport ?  

5) Est-ce que vous avez eu l’impression de devoir changer certaines habitudes, de devoir vous 

adapter du fait d’utiliser un vélo au quotidien ?  

6) Est-ce qu’il y a des préjugés que vous associez au vélo ou aux cyclistes ? Ou que vous 

entendez autour de vous, que vous partagez, ou au contraire que vous aimeriez déconstruire ?  

7) Comment percevez-vous le vélo ? A quoi cela vous renvoie-t-il ?  

8) Avez-vous appris à faire du vélo quand vous étiez petite ?  

9) Vous sentez vous en sécurité à vélo ? 

10) Dans la plupart des politiques de mobilité urbaine lyonnaises, la ville cherche à encourager 

le vélo en augmentant, par exemple, le nombre de pistes cyclables , de parking vélos, de 

stations Vélo’v. Trouvez-vous que la présence d’infrastructures est suffisante pour 

encourager le vélo ?  

11) Si oui, laquelle trouvez-vous la plus importante ?  

12) Si non, que faudrait-il améliorer pour encourager davantage le vélo en ville ? 

13) A titre individuel, qu’est-ce qui pourrait vous encourager à utiliser le vélo davantage ?  

 

1) Could you introduce yourself to begin with? 

2) How frequently do you bike? And to go where essentially? 

3) Why do you choose to bike?  

4) When do you use other means of transport?  

5) Do you feel like you had to change some habits, to adapt yourself when cycling daily?  

6) Are there any stereotypes that you hear or that you share about cyclists and/or cycling that 

would like to address? 

7) How do you perceive cycling? What does it evoke for you?  

8) Have you learnt to cycle as a kid? 

9) Do feel safe on a bike? 

10) In most of urban cycling policies, the municipality tries to encourage cycling by increasing 

the number of bicycles lanes, bike parking, and shared bicycles. Do you think that cycling 

infrastructures are enough to encourage cycling? 

11) If yes, which one do you consider to be the most important? 

12) If no, what could be implemented to encourage cycling even more? 

13) What could potentially encourage you to cycle more? 

 

Interview Guide for Non-Cyclists (French and English) 

 

1) Pouvez-vous vous présenter en quelques mots ?  

2) Si vous n’utilisez pas le vélo, quel mode de transport privilégiez -vous en ville ? 

3) Quelles sont les raisons principales pour lesquelles vous ne vous déplacez pas à vélo  ?  

4) Est-ce qu’il y a des préjugés que vous associez au vélo ou aux cyclistes ? Ou que vous 

entendez autour de vous, que vous partagez, ou au contraire que vous aimeriez déconstruire ?  

5) Y a-t-il certaines habitudes en particulier que vous ne souhaitez pas ou que vous ne pouvez 

pas changer qui font que vous n’utilisez pas le vélo ?  

6) Comment percevez-vous le vélo ? A quoi cela vous renvoie-t-il ?  

7) Avez-vous appris à faire du vélo quand vous étiez petite ?  

8) Dans la plupart des politiques de mobilité urbaine lyonnaises, la ville cherche à encourager 

le vélo en augmentant, par exemple, le nombre de pistes cyclables, de parking vélos, de 
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stations Vélo’v. Trouvez-vous que la présence d’infrastructures est suffisante pour 

encourager le vélo ?  

9) Si oui, laquelle trouvez-vous la plus importante ?  

10) Si non, que faudrait-il améliorer pour encourager davantage le vélo en ville ? 

11) A titre individuel, qu’est-ce qui pourrait vous encourager à utiliser le vélo ?  

 

1) Could you introduce yourself to begin with? 

2) If you do not cycle, which transport mode do you use in the city? 

3) What mainly restrains you from cycling?  

4) Are there any stereotypes that you hear or that you share about cyclists and/or cycling that 

would like to address? 

5) Do you feel like there are some habits that you do not want or cannot change that could allow 

you to bike? 

6) How do you perceive cycling? What does it evoke for you?  

7) Have you learnt to cycle as a kid? 

8) In most of urban cycling policies, the municipality tries to encourage cycling by increasing 

the number of bicycles lanes, bike parking, and shared bicycles. Do you think that cycling 

infrastructures are enough to encourage cycling? 

9) If yes, which one do you consider to be the most important? 

10) If no, what could be implemented to encourage cycling even more? 

11) What could potentially encourage you to cycle more? 

 

Interview Guide for Members of Cycling Associations (French and English) 

 

1) Pouvez-vous vous présenter en quelques mots ?  

2) A quelle fréquence utilisez-vous le vélo ? Et pour aller où essentiellement ? 

3) Quelles sont les raisons principales pour lesquelles vous vous déplacez à vélo  ?  

4) Quand est-ce que vous favorisez d’autres modes de transport  ?  

5) Est-ce que vous avez eu l’impression de devoir changer certaines habitudes, de devoir vous 

adapter du fait d’utiliser un vélo au quotidien ?  

6) Est-ce qu’il y a des préjugés que vous associez au vélo ou aux cyclistes ? Ou que vous 

entendez autour de vous, que vous partagez, ou au contraire que vous aimeriez déconstruire ?  

7) Comment percevez-vous le vélo ? A quoi cela vous renvoie-t-il ?  

8) Avez-vous appris à faire du vélo quand vous étiez petite ?  

9) Vous sentez vous en sécurité à vélo ? 

10) Dans la plupart des politiques de mobilité urbaine lyonnaises, la ville cherche à encourager 

le vélo en augmentant, par exemple, le nombre de pistes cyclables, de parking vélos, de 

stations Vélo’v. Trouvez-vous que la présence d’infrastructures est suffisante pour 

encourager le vélo ?  

11) Si oui, laquelle trouvez-vous la plus importante ?  

12) Si non, que faudrait-il améliorer pour encourager davantage le vélo en ville ? 

13) A titre individuel, qu’est-ce qui pourrait vous encourager à utiliser le vélo davantage ?  

14) Que faites-vous au sein de l’association ? 

15) Pourquoi avoir créé/rejoint cette association ? 

16) Avez-vous déjà pu constater des différences d’utilisation entre les hommes et les femmes 

quant au vélo ? 

17) Comment expliqueriez-vous ces différences ? 

18) Quelles seraient des potentielles solutions pour réduire ces différences  ? 

 

1) Could you introduce yourself to begin with? 

2) How frequently do you bike? And to go where essentially? 

3) Why do you choose to bike?  

4) When do you use other means of transport?  
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5) Do you feel like you had to change some habits, to adapt yourself when cycling daily?  

6) Are there any stereotypes that you hear or that you share about cyclists and/or cycling that 

would like to address? 

7) How do you perceive cycling? What does it evoke for you?  

8) Have you learnt to cycle as a kid? 

9) Do feel safe on a bike? 

10) In most of urban cycling policies, the municipality tries to encourage cycling by increasing 

the number of bicycles lanes, bike parking, and shared bicycles. Do you think that cycling 

infrastructures are enough to encourage cycling? 

11) If yes, which one do you consider to be the most important? 

12) If no, what could be implemented to encourage cycling even more? 

13) What could potentially encourage you to cycle more? 

14) What do you do in your association? 

15) Why did you create/join it? 

16) Have you ever acknowledged some gender differences when it comes to cycling? 

17) How would you explain these differences? 

18) What potential solutions could be implemented to tackle these differences? 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


