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What is bicycles for development?
Bicycles for development (BFD) is a
nascent movement made up of
nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), corporations, governments,
international organizations, and
communities promoting and
utilizing the bicycle to achieve
community, domestic, and
international development goals.
Bicycles for Development
Research Project (2017-2021)
A team of researchers undertook
research to explore the BFD
movement by:
(1) Conducting interviews with BFD
executives and practitioners
working in organizations around
the world;
(2) Conducting fieldwork in
Nicaragua, Canada, Uganda,
India, and South Africa to
understand the impact and
challenges of bicycle use by
diverse populations in local
communities associated with the
BFD movement.

• 32 interviews with executives from 19 BFD organizations
• 106 participants in BFD programs and/or owned a bicycle
involved in fieldwork

Map of BFD organizations and programs: https://www.zeemaps.com/map?group=2303195

Methods
The research team utilized a
participatory action research
approach and multiple methods for
data collection including: semi—
structured interviews, photovoice,
photocollaging, digital storytelling,
and observations.

Examples of BFD organizations:
• World Bicycle Relief
• Bikes Without Borders
• Pedals 4 Progress
• 88Bikes
• Village Bicycle Project
• Bicycling Empowerment Network
• Charlie’s FreeWheels
• Bicycle Brigade
• Union of Hope
• AMOJO
• First African Bicycle Information
Organization
• Qhubeka
• Bikes Without Bombs
• Re-Cycle
• One Bicycle Foundation

KEY FINDINGS: BENEFITS OF BFD
1. The bicycle as a transportation tool
for:
•
Healthcare;
•
Livelihood activity;
•
Education;
•
Travel to markets;
•
Household chores;
•
Community and recreational
events.
“The bicycle is a means for transportation and is an
enabler for women - many women - to reach their work
areas…It's a time saver. Especially, if you're a single
mother to drive a bicycle, to have one you can take
[care] of the house chores, take care of the children
and also be able to go to work easier. Talking about my
community, there are a lot of people that work in the
field, that are farmers. So, when they are collecting their
harvest or fieldwork, you know they're preparing the
land for their harvesting…So, it makes it easier for
them. So, it's not only useful for women, but also – we –
as a rural community.” (Participant, Nicaragua)

2. The bicycle as a tool for independence, selflearning, and skill mastery:
• Enhancing bicycle mechanic skills and understanding
of bicycle parts.
• Sense of independence and confidence by bicycle
users.

3. The bicycle as a means to
challenge cycling identities,
construct safe spaces, and disrupt
gender norms:
• BFD programs sought to create
inclusive and safer spaces for
LGBTQIA2S+ youth and women
and girls.
• Challenge common assumptions of
white, male, and middle-class
individuals as cyclists.
• Seek to ‘empower’ women and girls
via enhanced mobility.
“Since I’ve done this program, it’s kind of allowed them [friends] to think of me as even more
dynamic, which I think is something that I have struggled with, like being forced into one role,
one kind of understanding of who I am. And I guess it is kind of connected to demographics,
because people do see cycling as this really white thing…by me being so excited and happy
and, um, just like so forthcoming about participating in this program, I guess, it kind of forced
them to challenge the way that they perceive me and to recognize that, you know, cycling is also
a really African thing to do as well, it’s not just a white thing.” (Participant, Canada)

“These two things were originally barriers, because whenever I’d
see a wall full of tools I’d originally be like, ‘that doesn’t apply to
me’ ‘cause I don’t really do any hands-on stuff, I don’t really go,
bother to dirty my hands with touching tools, but then after I
realized what they do and how they work I was like ‘oh’ you know,
found this self-confidence in tools, so it became an enabler.”
(Participant, Canada)

KEY FINDINGS: CHALLENGES OF BFD
1. Bicycle infrastructure and safety
•
Bad road conditions.
•
Privileging of automobiles in urban
areas.
•
Construction and limited bicycle
lanes.
•
Safety of cyclists at night, around
cars, and for women and girls.

“That road is not
good with going
or coming…I feel
scared.”
(Participant, India)
2. Gender norms, relations, and inequalities
•
Provision of bicycles often increase the domestic responsibilities
of women and perpetuate patriarchal relations (e.g., housework,
farming, childcare).
•
Jealousy and theft of bicycles by men and boys in community.
•
Use of bicycles by male members of household.
“I gave birth to six children.
Among all these children, only two
don’t study, but the other four
study. All these children, I am the
one who keeps them. But this
husband of mine doesn’t help me
in any way.” (Participant, Uganda)

3. Intersecting considerations
•
Inclusion of women and girls in
BFD programs and exclusion of
men and boys.
•
Class as a significant factor
shaping access to bicycles.
•
Expectations of who is a cyclist
(e.g., white, middle class, often
males, particularly in the
Canadian context, i.e., Toronto).
•
Able-bodied nature of using a
bicycle.

“I cannot say that every
single girl [owns a bike]
in my community
because again, for
economic reasons
perhaps they do not
have the money to buy
a bicycle or they don't
even have the money
to rent a bicycle. So
that's the reason why
those girls will not be
using the bicycle,
because they cannot
afford to.” (Participant,
Nicaragua)

4. Environmental conditions, bicycle
structure, and government regulations
•
Import and export taxes which impinge on
bicycle provision and programs.
•
Structure of bicycle needs to be suitable
for rural contexts.
•
Droughts, floods, rain, and other
environmental factors influence the ability
to use the bicycle.
“You know, the thing is, the quality [in the West] is
probably better in many respects, but you ship a
bike in that's on a different system than the bikes
they have in most bikes in tiny villages, they can't get
parts. The bike breaks down. What are they going to
do?” (Interview, BFD executive)

RECOMMENDATIONS
For BFD organizations and practice:
1. Seek to provide bicycles and bicycle-related
workshops to all members of communities.
• Enhance access to bicycles and work with all
community members to work towards challenging
social inequalities.
2. Hold bicycle mechanic workshops.
• Eliminate bicycle breakdown costs by teaching
mechanical skills, which may also build livelihood
opportunities.
3. Market BFD programs and safer spaces.
• Participants recognized the safe space of BFD
programs. Market and promote these inclusive and
supportive spaces for underrepresented populations
to enhance inclusion and equity in cycling.
4. Work with other BFD stakeholders.
• Connect with, partner, and create a network of BFD
organizations to share strategies, learning, and best
practices.
5. Involve bicycle users in BFD program decisionmaking.
• Participants felt being involved in decision-making was
collaborative and empowering. BFD programs should
work closely with the community, youth, and women
and girls.
6. Acknowledge and challenge structural inequalities.
• Structural inequalities continue to influence and create
challenges to BFD work. Recognizing these explicitly
and purposely working towards change is needed.

For policy:
1. Enhance bicycle infrastructure in urban and rural areas.
• Bicycle lanes, roads, and spaces for bicycle parking are needed in order to
improve bicycle users’ mobility.
2. Build and promote non-motorized transport policy.
• At a national and regional level, non-motorized transport policy inclusive of
bicycles and other forms of mobility (e.g., walking) need to be prioritized
given the increase of such forms of transport in times of COVID-19.
3. Integrate the bicycle in environmental sustainability policies.
• With the climate change emergency, policy-makers should advocate and
promote the bicycle as a sustainable and environmental-friendly form of
transport.

For research:
1. Further investigate the possibilities, challenges, and tensions
associated with BFD.
2. Explore the effects of COVID-19 on the BFD movement and bicycle use.
3. Expand understanding of bicycles use to alleviate poverty and
contribute to livelihood opportunities.
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