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This paper explores how bike schools can enhance mobility options for disabled
people and their role in promoting active travel, cycling inclusion, and ultimately
supporting the green transition. Drawing on the concept of mobility commoning,
the study contrasts three Swedish bike schools, focussing on groups that experi-
ence marginalisation within the current automobility regime, including seniors,
women with immigrant backgrounds, and disabled people (n = 25 interviews). The
concepts of access, competence, and cognitive appropriation are used to ana-
lyse and contrast the participants’ different potentials for appropriating cycling
into their everyday lives. While the bike schools for women with immigrant back-
grounds showed a significant impact on potential cycling participation, this was
less evident among disabled cyclists, who faced considerable barriers to independ-
ent cycling. Although they express a desire to continue cycling, disabled people
remain potential independent cyclists because the transport system fails to sup-
port their participation in cycling outside the initiatives studied. The findings high-
light several challenges that participants negotiate. These include barriers related
to infrastructure, feeling vulnerable in traffic, managing their bodily (dis)abilities,
and care dependencies. The paper highlights the importance of integrating grass-
roots initiatives into policy and planning, alongside targeted support to address
barriers related to infrastructure and perceived safety. The findings contribute to
debates on inclusive mobility transitions by emphasising the agency of grassroots
initiatives in expanding mobility options for people with disabilities, and their role
in encouraging active travel, cycling inclusion, and the green transition.
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Introduction

The benefits of cycling for the climate, environment, accessibility, wellbeing, and public health
are well recognised and emphasised in policy documents at both international and national
levels. In Sweden, promoting cycling is a key part of the government’s long-term strategy
for sustainable transport. Many Swedish municipalities have also adopted specific goals and
strategies to increase the share of bicycle trips (Nyberg and Levin, 2023). Furthermore, the
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Swedish government'’s disability policy strategy, based on the UN Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities, emphasises the importance of unrestricted travel for people
with disabilities — with implications for cycling. At the EU level, the 2024 EU Declaration
on Cycling commits to supporting cycling among vulnerable groups, including facilitating
improved access to cycling for persons with disabilities. In this context, mobility transitions
must increasingly address not only environmental objectives but also issues of equity, bring-
ing sustainability into closer alignment with mobility justice and cycling inclusion (Fonseca
and Esteves, 2026; Golub et al., 2016).

People with disabilities often face greater challenges accessing transportation and tend
to travel less frequently than those without disabilities (Cox and Bartle, 2020). Swedish sta-
tistics demonstrate that individuals without disabilities make twice as many bicycle trips as
those with disabilities — a trend also seen in other countries (Andrews et al., 2018; Cox and
Bartle, 2020; Nyberg and Levin, 2023). This disparity highlights significant barriers prevent-
ing people with disabilities from cycling and enjoying the associated benefits. In response to
these obstacles, grassroots cycling initiatives, created by concerned citizens, NGOs, and local
communities, have become key actors in promoting equitable mobility. Building on Sheller
(2020), I refer to these cycling initiatives as a means of commoning mobility, fostering more
just, inclusive, and environmentally sustainable movement within the constraints of a domi-
nant automobility system (Fonseca and Esteves, 2026; Nikolaeva et al., 2018; Sheller, 2020;
Pucci et al., 2026; Verlinghieri, 2020).

The paper explores the role of bike schools in expanding mobility options for people with
disabilities and their impact on encouraging active travel, cycling inclusion, and the green
transition. The study contrasts three Swedish bike schools, focussing on marginalised groups
within the current automobility regime, including seniors, women with immigrant back-
grounds, and disabled people (n = 25 narrative interviews). Bike schools and training can
support disabled people to improve their cycling skills by building their cycling competence.
By disability, I refer to both chronic and temporary activity limitations (Andrews et al., 2018;
Cox and Bartle, 2020). There are a limited number of studies focussing on grassroots efforts
to support cycling among disadvantaged populations, including groups that may face disad-
vantages in the current transport system due to gender, ethnicity, age, poverty, or disability
(Jahanshahi et al., 2024; Nixon and Schwanen, 2019, Nixon and Schwanen, 2024; Sheller,
2020; Schwanen and Nixon, 2020; van der Kloof, 2022). However, very few studies have spe-
cifically focussed on bike schools aimed at disabled people (see Berent, Fujiyama and Yoshida,
2021). Against this background, there is a need for more knowledge about bike schools and
training initiatives for disabled people, including how grassroots efforts support cycling and
the potential for these initiatives to be transformative by providing access to bicycles, train-
ing, and the community support necessary for mobility transitions.

The aim of this paper is to explore what grassroots initiatives can achieve in mitigating bar-
riers to cycling faced by disadvantaged groups such as disabled people, seniors and women
with immigrant background, and based on these insights, to suggest how their efforts could
be better supported through policy and planning. The research is part of a larger pan-Euro-
pean project called ACCTING (AdvanCing behavioural Change Through an INclusive Green
deal) that explores how local cycling initiatives challenge systemic barriers to cycling inclu-
sion and their role in promoting more sustainable mobility in car-dense societies (Balkmar
et al., 2026; Fonseca and Esteves, 2026). Specifically, the paper addresses the following
research questions: What are the main barriers to independent cycling mobility expressed by
the research participants? How do grassroots initiatives address these barriers and enhance
cycling opportunities for people with disabilities?
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Responding to calls for more intersectional analysis of the enablers and barriers to cycling
identities across age, disability, ethnicity, and gender (Martens, et al., 2021; Lam, 2022), this
study contributes to research on the understudied area of how bike schools support active
travel for disabled people, including the barriers experienced by disabled cyclists (Nyberg
and Levin, 2023). It also examines how (trike) bike schools have unexpected impacts beyond
cycling, such as building communities and reducing social isolation for participants, thereby
addressing wellbeing issues. The analytical approach seeks to explore pathways towards more
inclusive mobility futures proposed by these initiatives. To do so, the paper draws on the con-
cepts of access (to suitable bicycles, infrastructure, and resources such as time and money),
competence (skills needed to use the bicycle and navigate traffic), and cognitive appropria-
tion — how individuals, families, or groups utilise perceived or actual access and competence
to engage with cycling in their everyday lives (Flamm and Kaufman, 2006; van der Kloof,
2022). Drawing on Schwanen and Nixon's (2020, p. 85) conceptualisation of appropriation
—which includes not only cognitive processes but also non-conscious sensations and embod-
ied perceptions. [ incorporate these insights into the analytical framework to examine the
specific barriers related to access, competence, and cognitive appropriation that the initia-
tives address. Together, these concepts enable analysis of the identified barriers and enabling
conditions, as well as the impacts associated with the cycling initiatives studied (Balkmar et
al., 2026).

The paper is structured as follows. After reviewing relevant research on disability and
cycling, I introduce the methods, methodology, and analytical procedures used. The results
section then details how the bike schools recruit participants, facilitate access, build compe-
tence, and how participants negotiate barriers. The concluding discussion situates the find-
ings within a broader context, including policy implications.

Transport disadvantages, mobility justice, and disability

Transport disadvantages are commonly linked to precarious living conditions, limited trans-
port options, and insufficient infrastructure for active travel (Lucas et al., 2016; Verlinghieri
and Schwanen, 2020). Disadvantage often correlates with low income, as low-income groups
frequently struggle to meet their time—space requirements due to limited transport resources
(Henriksson, et al., 2024). While transport disadvantages are typically framed in terms of lim-
ited access to transport resources, it is also necessary to consider how access to mobility is
shaped by broader power dynamics, including voice and visibility in transport decision-mak-
ing and planning (Fonseca and Esteves, 2026; Verlinghieri, 2020). Cyclists with disabilities
are underrepresented in transport systems, rarely addressed in policy documents, research,
or cycling discussions (Clayton and Parkin, 2016; Wheels for Wellbeing, 2019). Consequently,
the needs of this group are often ignored, which may affect the capacity of disabled people to
appropriate cycling in everyday life (Wheels for Wellbeing, 2019).

In response to these broader dynamics, Sheller (2018) introduces mobility justice as a
framework for scrutinising both the distribution of mobility resources and the symbolic and
procedural dynamics that shape inclusion and exclusion. Mobility transitions towards more
sustainable mobility concern these elements of justice, emphasising that transitions are
never neutral; they influence opportunities, access, and power differently for various social
groups (Fonseca and Esteves, 2026). Studies have shown that in transport policy and plan-
ning, people with disabilities are rarely regarded as cyclists. It is more common for disabled
people to be seen as walkers and users of public transport, or as car drivers (Andrews et al.,
2018; Andrews and Clement, 2021; Nyberg and Levin, 2023; Wheels for Wellbeing, 2019). As
noted in several studies, this reflects a broader perception that disabled people do not know
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how to cycle, both in the British context and in other countries (Andrews et al., 2018; Cox and
Bartle, 2020; Inckle, 2019; Nyberg and Levin, 2023).

Ultimately, the theory of mobility justice shifts the focus to mobility as multi-layered and
political, with disability intersecting with other inequalities to produce unequal capabili-
ties and mobilities (Sheller, 2018, p. 43). While gender, poverty, age, race, and disability may
restrict movement in many ways, Sheller argues that “the least “able bodied” face major hur-
dles in accessing and moving through urban space, being “disabled” by built environments
that prevent assisted mobility” (Sheller, 2018, p. 26). Theorists of disability argue that the
focus should shift from seeing disabilities as solely located in the body to paying attention
to the inaccessible designs of transport systems and infrastructure (Gleeson, 2006). Ways
forward towards more sustainable and inclusive mobility futures may involve people coming
together in communal self-mobilisation, which Sheller (2018) refers to as mobility commons.
After addressing disability and barriers to cycling in more detail below, I will revisit how grass-
roots cycling initiatives can be understood as a way of “commoning” mobility to promote
more just, inclusive, and greener mobilities.

Disability and barriers to cycling

While cycling is theoretically an accessible mode of transport for everyone, the cycling mobil-
ity system does not provide equal access for disabled people (Incle, 2019; Nyberg and Levin,
2023; van der Kloof, 2022; Larrington-Spencer, 2024; Sheller, 2018). Prevailing transport
planning approaches often design infrastructure based on the assumption of a solitary, indi-
vidual, able-bodied mobile person using a two-wheeled “safety bicycle” (Nixon and Schwanen,
2019). This, in turn, influences who can and cannot become cyclists (Davidson 2021) and ulti-
mately determines who can benefit from the many positive aspects cycling can offer (Clayton
and Parkin, 2016; Cox and Bartle, 2020).

As discussed by Hagemeister et al. (2018), the use of tricycles suggests improved stabil-
ity and traffic safety, thereby enabling independent mobility for disabled people or those
with balance problems. However, users of adapted bikes may face difficulties using existing
cycling infrastructure due to physical obstructions or safety concerns (Cox and Bartle, 2020).
Infrastructural barriers, such as poor access to suitable cycling facilities, present a significant
obstacle for cyclists with disabilities, as bicycle infrastructure, parking facilities, and other
related design features may not be suitable for cyclists with adapted cycles (Fabriek, De Waard
and Schepers, 2012; Nyberg and Levin, 2023; Wheels for Wellbeing, 2018). A study by Jelijs
et al. (2018) examined factors influencing independent cycling for individuals with visual
impairments. The study found that inadequate infrastructure, such as poorly maintained
roads and intersections without traffic lights, was among the most significant barriers to their
mobility. To better facilitate inclusive cycling, accessible infrastructure is especially important
for enabling groups such as disabled people and women to become cyclists (Bonham and
Jungnickel, 2022; Wheels for Wellbeing, 2021; Larrington-Spencer, 2024).

Previous research on disability and cycling highlights several barriers faced by people with
disabilities. They have identified cost as a major obstacle, since adapted bicycles tend to be
more expensive than standard ones (Corriveau, 2019; Cox and Bartle, 2020; Goodman and
Aldred, 2018; Wheels for Wellbeing, 2018; Wheels for Wellbeing, 2019). Other studies sug-
gest a connection between reluctance to use tricycles and concerns about image and social
stigma, indicating a possible barrier rooted in the symbolic link between tricycles, old age,
and disability (Hagemeister et al., 2018). Additional barriers relate to cycling competence;
some disabled individuals may not have learnt to cycle, and even when training is available,
it may not enable them to cycle independently in traffic (Clayton et al., 2017). Given this con-
text, further research is needed on grassroots cycling initiatives and how they might expand
mobility options for people with disabilities.
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Grassroots initiatives and commoning cycling

Previous studies note that disabled people may not have had the opportunity to learn how
to cycle and emphasise that learning to bike is particularly important for this group (Clayton
et al., 2017). There are many ways that cycling initiatives can support cycling for people with
different forms of disability (Ringenbach et al., 2020; van der Kloof, 2022). Grassroots initia-
tives encourage the learning of new skills, build capacity for individuals to overcome mental
barriers to take up cycling, and facilitate communities and social infrastructures that sup-
port independent mobility (van der Kloof, 2022; Bradely, 2018; Verlinghieri, 2020). Typically,
grassroots initiatives prioritise addressing social needs for their participants, and their work
tends to be based on volunteerism, collective efforts, and project-based funding (Seyfang and
Longhurst, 2016, in Nixon and Schwanen, 2024). In short, they empower participants to over-
come barriers to cycling by providing access to safe spaces and hands-on support for building
cycling competence (Balkmar et al., 2026).

The initiatives analysed for this study can be described as velomobile commons that share
resources, spaces, and knowledge to develop cycling competences among specific target
groups (Silonsaari, 2025; Sheller, 2020). Emphasising the collective aspect of cycling shows
how grassroots initiatives and the “commoners” involved mobilise to promote a bottom-
up ambition of making cycling more just and inclusive (Sheller, 2018; Silonsaari, 2025). By
being present and helping participants access velomobiles, their volunteers become what
Dokumaci (2019) refers to as “people as affordances,” meaning that people can become affor-
dances for each other to overcome mobility barriers. In this context, volunteers in cycling ini-
tiatives can serve as micro-activist affordances to bike school participants by providing access
to cycling through DIY solutions or other creative inventions. While this approach to com-
moning focuses on community initiatives, other approaches draw more on governance per-
spectives and on how to organise mobility in more sustainable, just, and equal ways through
communal decision-making processes (Nikolaeva et al., 2019; Silonsaari, 2025; Verlinghieri,
2020). While acknowledging that both approaches (community initiatives and polity) are
complementary and necessary to achieve more “inclusive” cycling, this paper will focus pri-
marily on cycling education programmes.

Studies have highlighted specific challenges related to cycling education programmes for
disabled people. One example is the gap between learning to cycle and becoming an inde-
pendent cyclist (Cox and Bartle, 2020). Other research indicates that parents of children with
disabilities may feel uncertain about allowing their children to cycle independently after
completing the programmes. This was revealed in an evaluation of various cycling training
programmes for individuals with disabilities in the UK, in which the authors found that traffic
safety was rarely addressed and that most instructors believed traffic safety training should
not be part of this type of education (Berent et al., 2021). The findings suggested that the UK
cycling training programmes for disabled people could benefit from being better structured
and more similar to everyday cycling situations rather than formal training. Building on these
insights, the present study will focus on grassroots initiatives as mobility commons, aiming
to contribute to the understudied field of cycling education programmes, in general, and for
adult disabled people, in particular (Nyberg and Levin, 2023).

Methods and methodology

A qualitative research design is used to studying the initiatives promotion of cycling inclusion.
The research is designed to develop an in-depth understanding of the initiatives (what they
do), the participants’ backgrounds, their reasons for taking part, and any changes in mobil-
ity (if any). The fieldwork consisted primarily of semi-structured narrative interviews with
participants, facilitators, and other relevant informants (see Appendix A). Extensive fieldwork
observations and participation during fieldwork also contributed to the study. The primary
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selection criteria for cases were that the initiatives should aim to encourage cycling among
their target groups. They should either target vulnerable groups and/or areas, and involve
practical interventions that result in, or have the potential to result in, increased cycling as
a mobility option for participants. These cases should be ongoing and not single events. The
three cases selected for this paper are bike schools that focus on the intersections of disabili-
ties, gender, and cycling. To overcome recruitment challenges, I approached the organisers of
the initiatives and asked them to mediate with participants. This approach helped me build
trust with hard-to-reach research participants and groups (Bostrom et al., 2025).

While the study’s qualitative design provided nuanced insights into grassroots cycling pro-
motion among different participant groups, it also had certain methodological limitations.
The sampling relied on self-selected participants who took part in the initiatives under study
and was not intended to represent wider populations. Another limitation is that reliance on
self-reported narratives about the initiative’s impact on cycling uptake introduces the possibil-
ity of social desirability bias. However, as outlined above, the narrative interviews were supple-
mented with onsite observations, which contributed to a deeper understanding of each case.

In total, 25 interviews constitute the study material. The interviews have been collected in
two cycles; the first group of interviewees comprises four disabled women who were inter-
viewed about their everyday mobilities in general and cycling in particular (see Appendix A).
The sample reflects how cycling intersects with gender and disabilities such as deaf blind-
ness, visual impairment, and intellectual disability. In the second cycle, a total of 21 indi-
viduals were interviewed — 15 participants and 6 facilitators — who took part in any of the
three cycling initiatives (see Appendix A). The first and second cases involve a trike initiative
aimed at people with disabilities and seniors. This initiative conducts training and try-on
cycling sessions in an athletics arena located in a medium-sized town in Sweden. The third
case is a bike school for women with an immigrant background, situated in a disadvantaged
neighbourhood in a medium-sized city in Sweden. The different cases enable a contrasting
analysis of the impacts across intersections of age, gender, and disability, and explore how
participants perceive their ability to incorporate cycling into their daily lives (Balkmar et al.,
2025, Balkmar, Henriksson and Joelsson, 2025). All research participants received informa-
tion about the project and consented to participate.

The Swedish case study sites feature well-developed cycling infrastructure. The bike schools
are situated in two middle-sized cities, each with approximately 160,000 inhabitants. These
cities are often referred to as “cycling cities,” a term emphasising the suitability of their geog-
raphy and infrastructure for cycling. Cycling is regarded as “normal” in these areas, with a
broad range of cyclists of different ages, genders, and ethnicities. However, this inclusiveness
is less evident for disabled people, including seniors who use tricycles (Balkmar et al., 2025).

The data collection process was identical across all three case studies and was conducted
by the author. Information on the research participants was documented, including enabling
and hindering factors for adopting cycling, related to individual resources (such as time and
money), social dynamics (community and family support), and structural conditions (infra-
structure). Interviews with facilitators were used to analyse how the cycling initiatives man-
aged staff diversity, recruitment strategies, and approaches to promoting cycling inclusion.
Participants were asked to describe their current transport situation, their motivations for
joining the initiative, their experiences during the initiative, and the expected outcomes
regarding increased cycling.

Analytical procedures

Interviews were transcribed into reporting grids, including important quotes, and were
analysed thematically (Braun and Clarke, 2019). In the grid, the informant’s demographic
background was documented, and barriers and enablers to cycling identified in the



Balkmar: Bike Schools’ Impact on Disabled People and Cycling Inclusion 7

interview were noted. These factors were categorised into individual resources (such as
time and finances), social dynamics (including community and family support), and struc-
tural conditions (for example, infrastructure). The grid presents a summary of the cycling
initiative under study, followed by a description of the participants’ current transport situ-
ation, their motivations for joining, their experiences during participation, and any out-
comes related to their cycling uptake. In subsequent data coding, relevant accounts of
cycling inclusion, enablers, and barriers to cycling were identified and further analysed
in the context of previous research, as well as how the initiatives facilitate cycling inclu-
sion through their activities and outreach efforts (see Balkmar et al., 2026). Some of the
interview questions directed to the informants and facilitators (see Appendix B, C) were
used to guide the analysis, including: how recruitment and marketing were conducted, if
participants themselves were involved in designing and facilitating their own cycling train-
ing, and the extent to which participants intended to continue cycling independently after
completing the training.

Negotiating everyday cycling barriers

From previous research on disability and cycling, we know that people with disabilities
encounter a range of barriers, from systemic, infrastructural, and spatial challenges to those
related to costs for accessing bikes, and barriers connected to cultures of mobility that prevent
people with disabilities from identifying as or being recognised as cyclists (Cox and Bartle,
2020; Incle, 2019; Nyberg and Levin, 2023; Larrington-Spencer, 2024; Sheller, 2018). I will
begin this empirical section by introducing some of the barriers that emerged in the narrative
interviews and that are then confronted by the bike schools, including the ambivalence of
assistance and care relations present in the research participants’ lives. This section includes
both research participants from the bike schools studied and those who did not participate
but had cycling experiences as disabled persons.

Linda and Malin have an intellectual disability; both used to bike before the pandemic.
Linda, a 45-year-old living in assisted housing, says she used to cycle, “but it is like I have
lost the desire to cycle, when there was a pandemic, you wouldn't be out too much and then
you have lost control.” By losing control, Linda refers to being unable to practise her cycling
regularly because of the pandemic.

I used to cycle to do my groceries, but now the bike is kept in my storage. My assistant
used to help with directions; she cycled at the front and I at the back, allowing me to
concentrate on cycling.

COVID became a major barrier to maintaining her competence to use the bicycle and navi-
gate traffic, as she was dependent on her assistant to guide her. Linda’s friend Malin, 35,
has her own apartment but needs assistance from a mobile support team that checks on
her twice a week. She walks a lot, uses transport services for specific occasions, but stopped
cycling because of surgery.

Before [the pandemic], I used to cycle everywhere, including to work and into the
city — but after the surgery, I don't like having things [like a helmet] on my head. Since
then, my bike has been in the basement for nearly six years. [ always used to wear a
helmet then. (Malin, 35 years old, intellectual disability)

Both Malin's and Linda's narratives highlight the importance of continuity in maintaining
their cycling abilities, which, if they choose to participate, could potentially be restored
through para-cycling practice organised by a bike school.
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While most of the seniors hesitated to cycle outside the bike school, other research partici-
pants found ways to overcome barriers related to discomfort cycling in traffic. Sonja was born
with a visual impairment that means she cannot drive a car. She thinks the bus is too time-
consuming and inflexible; she prefers to ride her bike as her daily mode of transport. Her
visual impairment makes her hesitate, saying, “Maybe that's at the verge of what I'm capable
of, but I'll do it anyway.” For her, a motivator is how cycling affords independence from her
husband: “I want to be an independent woman who lives my own life; asking for help is a bit
complicated. [ don't want to be a nuisance; [ want to fend for myself.” Sonja managed to over-
come barriers to active travel, maintaining her independence, while other narratives reflected
more complex dependencies. Bike school participant Hehna's narrative reflects how her now
deceased husband depended on her caring for him at home. Hehna says: “When my husband
was alive, I used to ride a two-wheeled bicycle, but he didn't want me to because of the risk
of injury, and if I got hurt, I couldn't take care of him, he thought.” Her story highlights how
cycling mobility and (patriarchal) care relations intersect. Her husband’s care dependency
became a barrier for her to take up cycling, which increased her reliance on a car. After he
died, her daughter supported her in taking up cycling again, this time on a tricycle, which she
learnt to ride at the bike school.

Like Hehna's care relationship, which inhibited her cycling, other narratives illustrate how
different forms of care relationships can create barriers to active mobility. Barbro, 48, who has
deafblindness, prefers to walk or cycle to her workplace in the city centre. She is accustomed
to travelling around the world as part of her work; when at home, she enjoys active travel and
finds it more convenient than using public transport. Barbro rides a side-by-side bike, which
requires two people pedalling. She says that most people who assist her do not complain
about walking or biking with her, but she expresses a persistent worry “that the other person
thinks it's boring, and that affects me, and then my experience is not as fun as I feel that I'm
forcing someone to ride a bike or walk with me.”

The narratives from Sonja, Hehna, and Barbro all illustrate different forms of relationships
in which research participants negotiate care relations that pose potential barriers to their
access to cycling. As Lotta maintains access to cycling by remaining independent from her
husband'’s care, Hehna's husband’s care needs become a barrier to her accessing cycling.
As Karin and Jessica discussed above, Barbro’s narrative illustrates that disabled persons
must not only access suitable bikes but also receive assistance from care workers to become
cyclists. Barbro's narrative also exemplifies the fluidity of “care intimacy,” as assistants can also
become barriers to participation if they fail to understand her access needs (Dokumaci, 2019),
as shown in Barbro's worry about “forcing” someone to support her cycling. These narratives
illustrate what Pucci et al. (2026, p. 571) refer to as “the multidimensionality of accessibil-
ity” and how diverse accessibility-related challenges may arise that may not be adequately
addressed, in this case, by the municipality home care service. Volunteers of bike schools, like
those studied here, may play an important role in enabling velomobile access for marginal-
ised groups, as they act as micro-activist affordances who open cycling opportunities through
commoning accessibility to cycling.

Recruitment and outreach strategies

Bike schools support accessibility to cycling by providing suitable bicycles, guidance on their
use, and a safe environment for practice, thereby fostering cycling competence. To under-
stand cycling inclusion and the ways that the initiatives common cycling, facilitators were
asked to outline their recruitment strategies. Their responses included more than outreach
efforts; they also discussed target groups and ways to negotiate social stigmas as potential
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barriers to participation. Eskil, a facilitator at the trike bike school, says that initially the
organisation mainly focussed on rehab and paracycling, but it aimed to broaden its target
group to include seniors. According to Eskil, while the practice of tricycling was mainly aimed
at enabling disabled people to compete in cycling competitions, including seniors would
shift the focus from competition to supporting their continued cycling.

It involved shifting the focus from competition to the social aspect, aiming to secure
funding for a new group of trike cyclists. The social element is highly important. Many
seniors were isolated due to COVID, and they managed to partly overcome their isola-
tion through their activities. (Eskil, facilitator)

Like other examples of community-based transport initiatives for seniors, this initiative not
only addresses mobility needs but also aims to support the social networks of the partici-
pants (Pucci et al., 2026). Recruitment of participants is mainly conducted through advertise-
ments in local news media and attempts to recruit through organisations for seniors have
had limited success. For Eskil, an important aspect of recruitment has been linking seniors
with the disability community, but the organisations that coordinate seniors did not want to
be associated with “disability,” he says. To address this potential barrier, instead of using the
word “disability” when recruiting seniors, they wrote: “when the two-wheeler doesn’t work.”
This allowed them to promote their platform as an opportunity to engage with tricycles — not
engage with disabilities per se. Eskil refers to age and disability as a “grey zone,” not imply-
ing that cyclists are “grey” as they age, but because participants in the senior group would
not identify as “disabled,” despite having Parkinson’s, stroke experiences, and severe balance
issues. He states that the trike bike school is both about social activities for seniors and about
facilitating training in parasports. “Seniors are impaired in various ways, which can prevent
cycling, and we can help them overcome these barriers.”

Most seniors join the initiative because they can no longer ride a two-wheeled bike. For
Eskil, the goal is to get more people to cycle and support their quest to “never stop cycling.”
They have a strategy that participants can try, and the bike school staff will do their best to
facilitate their participation by addressing body-bike relations that prevent participants from
accessing cycling.

It is not so easy to just buy a tricycle and start; many people find it difficult and stop.
Here they can try, practice and understand how these bikes work. But there are other
obstacles, such as the shame of being seen in town with a tricycle. We can help here; it
is easier in a group, and the obstacle becomes less important. (Eskil, facilitator)

The quote exemplifies how the facilitator Eskil understands accessibility not as an individ-
ual concern but as a collective one, which demands opportunities for learning activities and
skill-building, solutions that the initiative can provide through collective action (Pucci et al.,
2026). Also, in their efforts to support trike bike cycling, the organisers had to consider social
stigma as a potential concern. Eskil's quote speaks to previous studies that identified nega-
tive attitudes and associated stigma towards tricycles, linking trikes to old age and disability
(Hagemeister et al., 2018). However, despite Eskil's concerns, none of the seniors interviewed
expressed any hesitance to use tricycles due to worries about image and social stigma, quite
the opposite. Johannes states that “if it wasn't for the initiative, I wouldn't have tried these
bikes, nor would my wife.” Hehna, who has been recovering from knee surgery for several
years, says she did not feel embarrassed using her trike in public: “People just watch and think
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it's fun. I never cared if it would be embarrassing; I care about myself.” Eskil highlights the
importance of community in overcoming barriers, a point supported by earlier research on
bike schools, which found that social communities were significant enablers of cycling and
of building cycling capacity among disadvantaged populations (Balkmar et al., 2026; Fonseca
and Esteves, 2026; Silonsaari, 2025).

The paracycling section of the trike bike school struggled to recruit participants. Bengt, who
oversees this part of the initiative, stated he aimed to recruit through schools and demon-
strate to young people in wheelchairs that tricycles are accessible to them. However, limited
time and challenges in accessing schools hindered efforts to reach new members. Instead,
they are dependent on websites and Facebook to promote their programme to potential
participants. Conversely, the bike school for women with immigrant backgrounds employed
different recruitment strategies. Henrietta, the facilitator, emphasised the importance of tak-
ing the time to build trust with potential participants, who often have very low confidence
in official bodies such as local authorities and the government. There are also strategic part-
nerships with organisations serving the target group, such as language schools, churches, or
other significant meeting places, to help direct women towards the programme. Alongside
building trust and advertising the bike school through these organisations and online com-
munities, the presence of women organisers and segregated bike schools also helped attract
women participants. In addition, Swedish cycling culture had a positive impact on women
signing up for the bike school. For example, Sabine, who wants to use cycling as a mobility
option for exercise and work, says that moving to Sweden made her realise how common
cycling was, also for women, and that she therefore “had to learn to bike.” For a mother like
Amy, her children’s cycling abilities were a strong reason why she joined the bike school —
learning to bike would enable her to accompany her child to school by bike.

None of the bike schools demonstrated much diversity among staff. While the bike school
for women attempted to recruit instructors from the participant group, they failed. The situa-
tion was somewhat different for the trike bike school, where male instructors had disabilities
and ranged in age from younger to older. The facilitator, Tomas, emphasises that staff diver-
sity is important, primarily to “normalise the presence of people with disabilities in the role
as instructors.” However, none of the interviewed participants mentioned perceiving a lack of
diversity among instructors as a problem or a hindrance to their participation.

Facilitating access
Adequate levels of accessibility enable a person to take part in needed and desired activities,
including active modes such as cycling (Pucci et al., 2026). The bike schools studied provided
bikes that suited the needs of their participants to reduce access-related barriers. For example,
the women's bike school lowered the saddles on ordinary two-wheeled bikes to allow par-
ticipants to practise balance. The trike bike school provided trikes in several forms, including
hand-pedalled versions and various wheel configurations, allowing participants to try differ-
ent types of trikes to determine which were suitable for their needs (Clayton and Parkin, 2016).
While the seniors expressed a desire to develop their capacity to sustain their often lifelong
commitment to cycling by using a trike, the disabled individuals primarily seek access to bikes
and a safe space to practice cycling. For Jessica, a 36-year-old woman with Down syndrome,
cycling with her father during practice is part of her weekly routine. She uses the bike school
mainly for exercise and fitness, and she has no intention of cycling independently outside the
initiative. To participate, she relies on her father's support, but she hopes that her “assistant
will come along too” to support her cycling practice. Her previous assistant was a keen cyclist,
and they often rode a tandem bike with rear-seat steering, which provides adaptive cycling



Balkmar: Bike Schools’ Impact on Disabled People and Cycling Inclusion 11

for riders with Down syndrome, autism, and balance issues. The design allowed Jessica to sit
at the front, with her assistant behind her, steering. With the trike bike providing balance, she
can cycle alone, but she still feels the need for someone to cycle alongside her. Jessica’s case
thus exemplifies several instances of “people as affordances” (Dokumaci, 2019) that facilitate
access to cycling, including her father, who supports her cycling; the (potential) affordances
of her assistant; and the facilitators at the cycling organisation, who provide access through
adapted bikes and safe training facilities.

63-year-old Karin, who uses a wheelchair and a hand-pedalled bicycle, mainly cycles for
exercise. “I would like to cycle more if | had the time. I have a mobility scooter, but you don't
get any exercise from that. Cycling is fun, and it gives exercise.” By participating in the bike
school, she can benefit from the health advantages cycling offers to people with disabilities
(Clayton and Parkin, 2016). Like Jessica, Karin requires an assistant to cycle with her, which
limits how often she can train. At cycling practice, she told me that: “For me, it's the last time
today because | can't come here on Thursdays, which is the new practice time. I don't have
many assistant hours.” For Karin, access to cycling is more than just a matter of distributing
mobility resources; it depends on the allocation of social services within the Swedish social
care system.

For participants who do not require assistance to use a trike, like 25-year-old Sofia, access
to cycling is more manageable than in Jessica's and Karin's situations. During the summer
months, when there are no scheduled activities at the trike bike school, Sofia can borrow a
trike for private use. This allows her to continue exercising by bike without having to buy one
herself. As Cox and Bartle (2020) discuss, the financial costs of acquiring an adapted bicycle
can be a significant challenge. Sofia says, “I would like to cycle more in everyday life, my big-
gest obstacle for this is the cost, I can't afford to buy a bike that costs 4000 Euro just like that,
so it is the financial part that is the biggest obstacle.” Sofia has a job but does not see herself
financially able to buy a trike, even though it could potentially make her less dependent on
acar.

The participants in the bike school for women also had difficulty affording their own bikes.
The instructors were often asked where to get cheap second-hand bikes once participants
had learnt to cycle. Some participants had already bought their own second-hand bike. Other
access-related challenges the bike school addressed concerned participants’ time to take part
in the training due to care responsibilities. Here, the main strategy from the bike school was
to maintain a low participation threshold (drop-in), which made it easier for women with care
responsibilities to participate. To conclude, access to bikes was facilitated for all groups dur-
ing practice, but significant cost-related barriers to accessing bikes remained for participants
in the trike bike school. This was less the case for the bike school for women with immigrant
backgrounds, who could access second-hand bikes at reasonable prices. For both groups, care
dependencies remained a challenge to participating in the bike schools.

Building competence

The strategies for building competence in cycling are organised in different ways. For exam-
ple, the bike school for immigrant women supported progression through a simple “step-
by-step” programme — with the final step being to cycle in traffic and practise traffic rules. A
similar approach was not considered feasible at the trike bike school, even though the organ-
isers encouraged participants to practise turning techniques on slalom courses and in other
ways that mimicked “real-world” cycling. For most participants, trike bikes were a new experi-
ence and a form of cycling that required considerable practice. For the senior participants,
learning to use a trike bike can be quite overwhelming. Hanna experiences balance problems
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due to several accidents involving her two-wheeled bike. Hanna says that when she bought
the trike bike, she understood it would require a different technique, but not that it would be
as difficult as it turned out to be.

I cried; it was so terrible! I thought, ‘How will I get over this fear?’ The same thing
happened when I came here and was about to try trike bikes; I cried when I got on
the bike. The organisers said, ‘It's not dangerous, nothing will happen, I'm holding on
to the bike, I am walking with you around the track.’ [..] He accompanied me the first
and second times | was here, then on the third time I cycled by myself, so I am gaining
confidence. (Hanna, balance problems)

This quote illustrates how participants can build competence through their own practice.
The volunteers’ verbal and hands-on physical support exemplify how people can become
affordances for participants, helping Hanna to overcome mobility barriers (Dokumaci, 2019).
If needed, the bikes are customised to better suit the individual's physical needs. The cycling
trainers, Eskil, Tomas, and Bengt, build participants’ competence with the trike by helping
beginners around the running track and offering support. Despite the challenges participants
face when learning to use the trike bikes, these challenges also serve as motivation. Britta has
cycled all her life but cannot use a two-wheeled bike due to osteoporosis and poor balance.
She exemplifies a common theme in the interviews with the seniors: “When you get this old,
you think it's the last time you swam in the sea, the last time I've danced, it's the last time I
ride a bike, but I refuse that, I'd love to ride a bike.” The seniors’ lifelong cycling appropria-
tion was therefore primarily maintained by the initiative, as for most participants, cycling
occurred mainly within the safe confines of the programme.

The results show that seniors and disabled participants experienced barriers to cycling
independently, often due to cost-related barriers to accessing suitable bikes and the assis-
tance needed to become cyclists. Important motivators for participating in practice sessions
are socialising and exercise; being part of the cycling initiative and its social context was a key
reason why the participants remained active cyclists (Berent et al., 2021). Even though the
initiatives managed to lower barriers for seniors and disabled people to access and develop
cycling competence with trike bikes, these groups rarely appropriated cycling into their every-
day lives. While none of the disabled participants and two of the seven senior participants
expected to continue cycling beyond the protected environment of the trike bike school, all
women with immigrant backgrounds anticipated continuing to cycle and expressed an ambi-
tion to incorporate it into their daily lives after completing the course.

The narratives further suggest that many of the participating women articulated compel-
ling and multifaceted reasons for incorporating cycling into their everyday lives. These moti-
vations included enhancing employability, facilitating social participation, enabling mobility
with their children, reducing transport expenditure, improving health, and contributing to
environmental sustainability (see Balkmar et al., 2026) — findings that have also been empha-
sised in previous studies (van der Kloof, 2022; Sersli et al., 2022). While women with immi-
grant backgrounds might encounter barriers related to racial and gendered power relations
in public space (Davidson, 2021), their able-bodiedness suggests they have a greater capacity
to adapt to the presumed norm of the confident, able-bodied, and individualised mobile sub-
ject (Doughty and Murray, 2016). Although cycling mainly remained an opportunity for exer-
cise and socialising for the participants in the trike bike school, it is likely that their motility
has improved — that is, the way in which the participants appropriate their access and compe-
tence in cycling — if the transport system better facilitates conditions suitable for differently
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aged and (dis)abled bodies (Flamm and Kaufmann, 2006; Middleton and Samanani, 2021;
Sheller, 2018).

Conclusion

The study has analysed various ways in which bike schools contribute to expanding velomo-
bility options for disabled people, seniors, and women with immigrant backgrounds as a form
of commoning mobility. With the aim of exploring what grassroots initiatives can achieve in
mitigating barriers to cycling faced by these groups, the study has identified various ways
that bike schools can (and fail to) contribute to making cycling inclusive and achievable for
disabled people. The approaches taken by the bike schools for commoning cycling offer
important pathways towards lowering barriers to cycling for their target groups while also
contributing to other, less expected, outcomes such as breaking social isolation and fostering
a sense of community.

This research contributes to the limited literature on cycling and disability, including barri-
ers experienced by disabled cyclists and knowledge that can inform policy (Berent, Fujiyama
and Yoshida, 2021; Nyberg and Levin, 2023). The qualitative approach employed in this study
allowed for a deeper exploration of the range of barriers disabled cyclists face daily, including
the role of care dependencies as both an enabler and a barrier to cycling and participation
in the initiatives studied. This paper contributes novel insights into how care dependencies
influence cycling in older age and how assistants’ reluctance to engage in active travel can
create social barriers for disabled cyclists. Furthermore, it shows that assistants can act as
both enablers and barriers, and these relationships need to be understood within broader
political contexts of social welfare systems. This provides a comprehensive understanding of
the everyday conditions that shape individuals’ capacity to cycle (or not) (Davidson, 2021).
On a similar note, care dependencies were also important for women with immigrant back-
grounds. For this group, children’s cycling ability could both motivate mothers to join the
bike school and hinder women's continued participation (see Balkmar et al., 2026).

The study also contributes to the growing literature on mobility commons and mobility
justice, including the role of community initiatives such as bike schools and their capacity
to form social infrastructures that support just mobility transitions (Nikolaeva et al., 2018;
Pucci et al., 2026; Sheller, 2018; Silonsaari, 2025). As velomobile commons, they promote
cycling inclusion by sharing resources, spaces, and knowledge to develop cycling competen-
cies among target groups facing various forms of disadvantage and marginalisation within
the dominant system of automobility (Balkmar et al., 2026; Fonseca and Esteves, 2026;
Sheller, 2020; Silonsaari, 2025). While the studied bike schools provide the necessary hands-
on cycling support for their target groups, the research shows that although disabled and
senior participants emphasised health benefits and overcoming social isolation as key rea-
sons for participation, they often hesitated to cycle outside the bike school due to a lack of
confidence, feeling unsafe in traffic, or facing various barriers related to assistance or access
to specialised bikes. These findings align with previous studies showing that experiences of
vulnerability may lead disabled cyclists to refrain from cycling or adjust their cycling to avoid
“being in the way” of traffic (Clayton and Parkin, 2016; Cox and Bartle, 2020). From a justice
perspective, these embodied aspects of cycling, including cognitive and non-conscious ele-
ments, show how mobility can become a key factor in exclusion and displacement, pointing
to the need for more critical perspectives on the power relations that produce unequal condi-
tions for mobility and the right to the city (Nikolaeva et al., 2019, p. 355). As this paper has
shown, by seeing and attending to their needs, cycling initiatives can lay the groundwork
for the more human-scale transport planning needed to normalise cycling for groups that
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traditionally face barriers to taking up cycling, such as disabled people (Ravensbergen et al.,
2022; Oliveira Soares and Glaser, 2025). As such, the bike schools for disabled people offer
important but partial pathways towards more inclusive urban mobility futures by recognising
and supporting their cycling potential (Balkmar et al., 2026).

In conclusion, the paper has contributed with new qualitative evidence on the significance
of thinking about accessibility and competence as “multidimensional,” with bike schools
playing an important role in commoning accessibility to cycling through their collective
engagement in skill-building efforts (Pucci et al., 2026). Yet, for the disabled people, their
care dependencies stood out as ambivalent accessibility, which could either enable or hinder
their participation and capacity to appropriate cycling as independent cyclists. In this sense,
the conceptual framework access/competence/cognitive appropriation can be further devel-
oped by considering the multidimensional care dependences that the research participants
gave voice to, emphasising the role that volunteers, caregivers, and relatives can play (or fail
to play) as affordances for one another in overcoming mobility barriers (Documasi, 2019). As
Pucci et al. (2026, p. 568) argue, accessibility needs to be conceived as a complex assemblage
that emerges from relational, spatial and other forms of interaction between individuals and
their surrounding environments, including transport planning.

More concretely, given the specific goals of increasing the share of bicycle trips and sup-
porting cycling inclusion among disabled people, planners and transport decision-makers
would need to “see” disabled people as cyclists and better account for their views as (potential)
cyclists when planning in ways that support their cycling participation. In addition, munici-
palities need to support grassroots cycling initiatives and their efforts through coordinated,
long-term (financial) support. In addition to these initiatives’ efforts to make cycling achiev-
able for people with disabilities, bike libraries where adapted bikes can be loaned out could
further reduce some of the barriers to independent cycling that this study has identified.
Resources in the form of assistance hours would further support disabled people in partici-
pating in bike schools and building the capacity to cycle with confidence.

Based on these results, policymakers, municipalities and cycling promotion actors are
recommended to situate their efforts within broader social justice perspectives to better
support disabled cyclists. Such efforts require acknowledging how mobility needs vary
between differently (dis)abled and able-bodied people, ensuring a fair distribution of
mobility-related resources and opportunities, and strengthening individuals’ capacity to
access and utilise those opportunities (Hamidi, 2023; Sheller, 2018). As such, the research
findings highlight the need to address these conditions and barriers holistically, with a
focus on accessible active-travel infrastructure combined with mobility training for poten-
tial independent cyclists (Larrington-Spencer, 2024, p. 249; van der Kloof, 2022). This also
requires institutionalised mechanisms for listening to grassroots initiatives and respond-
ing to their identified needs, including giving voice and visibility to marginalised groups
in transport decision-making and planning, such as disabled people (Fonseca and Esteves,
2026; Verlinghieri, 2020). Such support must be integrated with broader, systemic reforms
in infrastructure and mobility planning to ensure that disabled cyclists — and other margin-
alised groups — can fully participate in cycling as part of wider transitions towards sustain-
able and just mobility futures.
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