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Bike-sharing could play an important role in any future circular economy since sharing solutions have the po-
tential to challenge the current automobility regime. This paper examines the potential contributions of two
Swedish bike-sharing initiatives: grassroots-initiated bike kitchens and a commercial bike-sharing service system.
We explore and analyze the visions of these initiatives and how they can be nurtured in order to support a
circular future. The results indicate that the incumbent regime challenges cycling initiatives through commer-
cialization and professionalization pressures. The paper notes that the studied initiatives can contribute to a
future circular economy, but in different ways. While bike kitchens support the social aspects of circularity,
commercial bike-sharing is more likely to support ecological aspects. Both kinds of initiatives are crucial and rely

on the support of public actors with a strong sustainability agenda.

1. Introduction

Cycling plays an important role in efforts to create future sustainable
and just societies. It has the potential to reduce CO5 emissions and
challenge car dependency (Pucher and Buehler, 2008), increase general
wellbeing (Schwanen and Nixon, 2020), and expand mobility options
for various social groups, such as low-income earners (Henriksson et al.,
2022) and migrant women (Breengaard et al., 2021). Furthermore,
cycling demands fewer resources in terms of production, maintenance
(Roy et al., 2019), and the need for new infrastructure and urban space
(Sinha et al., 2019). Sharing bicycles instead of privately owning them
could decrease energy and raw material use and cost less for the indi-
vidual user, given that renting costs might be cheaper than purchasing
prices (Bradley and Pargman, 2017). Sharing communities can also
enable the creation of local social networks, supporting social sustain-
ability (Nixon and Schwanen, 2019). In summary, cycling as a practice,
as well as its supporting infrastructure, can potentially contribute to a
more circular future.

The concept of the circular economy (CE) has been criticized for
being applied to very different phenomena and for a tendency to include
everything and nothing (Korhonen et al., 2018). Previous research has
criticized current CE policy and action plans for not questioning the
larger linear flows, and for ignoring the consumption patterns that up-
hold them (Hobson and Lynch, 2016). Furthermore, analyses of how to
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steer toward circularity often emphasize the economic more than the
ecological and social aspects of sustainability (Inigo and Blok, 2019). A
growing number of studies investigates CE discourses and the ideolog-
ical underpinnings of CE policy and initiatives (Corvellec et al., 2020).
However, how mobility solutions can promote future circularity has yet
to be sufficiently analyzed. This paper intends to fill this research gap by
exploring how different sharing solutions can support circular cycling
practices. This research differs from existing literature by focusing on
both commercial and grassroot mobility innovations. The qualitative
approach enables in-depth reasoning about how to organize
bike-sharing, which also is a novelty.

1.1. Literature review

Traditionally, individuals have owned and maintained their own
bicycles, but since the rise of the sharing economy paradigm (Bradley
and Pargman, 2017), this idea has been challenged. Shared cycling al-
ternatives have emerged in a wide variety of forms, and bike-sharing
systems (BSSs) are now a common feature of urban environments.
There are examples of public and grassroots initiatives that support
bike-sharing in different ways, facing different pressures and obstacles
from incumbent regimes (Henriksson and Wallsten, 2020; Koglin &
Mukhtar-Landgren, 2021; van Waes et al., 2018). The marketization of
cycling and the exclusion of underprivileged groups are noted as
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problematic outcomes of bike-sharing (Nixon and Schwanen, 2019;
Zademach and Much, 2018).

A wide array of research has assessed the use of existing BSSs. Several
studies have examined travel practices amongst different user groups
according to; age cohorts (WangAkar et al., 2018. occupation (Kellstedt
et al., 2019) and gender (Uteng et al., 2020; Singh, 2020). Other studies
have looked at factors which affect the usage of BSSs such as the
placement of docking stations (Bachand-Marleau et al., 2013; Aliari
et al., 2020), and the impact of weather (Aliari et al., 2020). Researchers
has also aimed to assess the pivotal factors for the attractivity of BSSs.
Berg et al. (2019) and Fishman et al. (2013) suggest travel time,
affordability and convenience as particularly crucial for consideration.
Further, bike-sharing has been related to the wider political support for
sustainable mobility in cities (Macioszek and Ciesla, 2022) The vulner-
ability of cyclists in road traffic, leading to injuries and fatal accidents,
also presents a barrier for an uptake in bicycling (Macioszek and Grana,
2021). Interestingly, the introduction of BSSs in cities have led to a
reduced number of hospital-recorded cycling injuries which can be
explained by a higher visibility of cyclists and the fact that bike-sharing
often is introduced with other supportive measures such as protected
bicycle infrastructure (Fishman and Shaheen, 2021). Even though
bike-sharing has positive connotations, to date it has failed to challenge
privately owned bicycles and constitutes a very small part of the modal
share (Nikitas et al., 2015; Sochor et al., 2014).

Citizen-led initiatives that support cycling, such as bike kitchens,
have recently garnered some academic attention. Bradley and Pargman
(2018) explore bike kitchens as a social innovation which fosters
conviviality and point to that bike kitchens have the potential to
democratize cycling practices through the commoning of knowledge
and resources. A previous study by Bradley and Pargman (2017)
examine the role of bike kitchens as a sharing-economy common, an
approach which is echoed by Zapata-Campos et al. (2020) in which bike
kitchens are conceptualized as an urban common practice, and by
Winslow and Mont (2019) who looks at the role of bike kitchens in ef-
forts to institutionalize collaborative consumption. Schwanen and Nixon
(2020) point to that citizen-led initiatives that support cycling can
strengthen social sustainability in unequal cities if given the right con-
ditions (see also Chan and Zhou, 2022). In the paper, we analyze
different ways of organizing shared bicycle solutions that could poten-
tially contribute to a more circular cycling future. From the perspective
of bike-sharing stakeholders, we investigate possibilities to support,
diffuse, and amplify existing sharing services and the challenges these
pose. We also ask how different sharing concepts relate to cyclists and
the practice of cycling per se. The paper builds on two case studies in a
Swedish setting. The first case is a bicycle kitchen in the city of Goth-
enburg. Bicycle kitchens are citizen-led non-profit (so called ‘grassroot’)
initiatives that support cycling through non-commercial do-it-yourself
bicycle repair workshops that center on the sharing of cycling tools,
techniques, and knowledge. The second case is the “Bicycle Pool,” a
commercial solution for residential bike-sharing in which bicycles are
offered to residents through an app. We use concepts from transition
studies to analyze different kind of pressures that the studied initiatives
face. In the next section, we describe these concepts, followed by a
detailed description of the study design. Thereafter, we will present the
findings of the study and discuss them in relation to the research
questions.

1.2. Theoretical background

Grassroots initiatives as well as social enterprises and small-scale
commercial actors all have key roles to play in the transition to a
more circular society. They have the potential to support the creation of
revitalizing and creative innovations and introduce and support new
norms and practices (Martin et al., 2015). The kinds of challenges such
initiatives confront and how public actors nurture them are mainly
discussed in the literature on social innovations (cf. Lukesch et al., 2020)
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and in transition studies (cf. Kohler et al., 2019). We use two concepts
from these streams of research: namely, professionalization and
commercialization.

Martin et al. (2015) discusses the potential of small-scale initiatives
in light of regime pressures that can lead to an increased commercial
orientation in non-profit initiatives. Over time, the authors argue,
non-profit grassroots initiatives tend to become a) increasingly profes-
sionalized and b) increasingly commercially oriented. The two processes
of professionalization and commercialization differ slightly. Profes-
sionalization does not necessarily entail a break with non-profit motives;
on the contrary, it can often go hand in hand with non-profit agendas.
When striving for solving social problems, many initiatives seek a more
“professional” environment in which membership becomes more
formalized, as the targeted problems are thought to need “expertise” to
be addressed. Commercialization, in contrast, represents a turn toward
market logics, often entailing more bureaucratic and hierarchical
structures. Such processes can often lead to increased organizational
capacity, enabling more output; however, they can also often come at
the cost of eroding the core values and principles of the grassroots
initiative. In Rouhani’s (2012) analysis of activist organizations in
Richmond, Virginia, he concludes that professionalization often
threatens to overshadow the initial dynamics of creativity. Profession-
alism forces members of a given movement or organization to define and
view themselves from the outside.

The concepts of commercialization and professionalization pressures
have been discussed mainly in relation to grassroots initiatives. We
argue, however, that they can explain challenges facing commercial
initiatives too, especially smaller enterprises that want to contribute to
the green transition. The challenges facing small-scale, for-profit bike-
sharing actors differ from those facing non-profit ones. According to
Hamann et al. (2019), most BSSs are not yet profitable, and even though
they might be so in the future, the current market situation is prone to
monopolistic tendencies in which large platforms and companies fueled
by venture capital erode market competition. This highlights the
importance of regulation if BSSs are to be implemented in a sustainable
way. While small-scale commercial actors can experience “pressures”
from public actors similar to those from non-profit grassroots initiatives,
their main problem is often the lack of proper “nurturing” from public
actors. In the following, we will explore in depth how such pressures
play out and are experienced by the actors involved in the Gothenburg
bike kitchens and in the Bicycle Pool.

2. Research design

This study applies a qualitative case study approach using data
collected through in-depth interviews with representatives from two
Swedish bike-sharing initiatives. This approach is chosen due to its
ability to produce robust and detailed knowledge about complex issues
(Yin, 2009).

First, we studied bike kitchens in the city of Gothenburg. The idea of
creating easily accessible, open-for-all democratic spaces, or commons,
that support cycling is central to this initiative. Gothenburg was chosen
since the municipality has actively tried to increase the number of bike
kitchens in the city. In 2016, the city initiated a new budget drafted to
benefit the bike kitchens and other related actors, with the explicit goal
of having bike kitchens in all the city’s neighborhoods. This policy goal
was eliminated after a political shift occurred in the 2018 local election.
Since the interviews occurred in 2019, the organization of several of the
bike kitchens in Gothenburg has changed. For example, one of the
biggest and most popular bike kitchens had to close because the building
that housed the bike kitchen was to be demolished, and the municipality
cancelled their leasing. This issue has been the focus of several articles in
the local media and has received national coverage.

We interviewed six actors in Gothenburg to understand various as-
pects of the bike kitchens: two volunteers from the bike kitchens, two
representatives of Gothenburg Municipality, and person from the
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Association for Adult Education (Studiefrémjandetl) who had worked
closely with the bike kitchens. Shorter field studies/observations were
also conducted at different bike kitchens, as well as a field trip with
representatives of Gothenburg Municipality in which many bike kitchen
members participated. The interviews were semi-structured and fol-
lowed a thematic interview guide. The themes evolved from issues
concerning the driving forces of the activities, visions of the future,
hindrances and obstacles, and what kind of support was needed from
public actors. The actors’ perspectives on the CE and the green transition
and how such themes did or did not relate to their operations were also
examined. The questions differed depending on the actor and his/her
expertise but all related to theme of organizing bike-sharing and how it
connects to circular economy and sustainability.

Our second case, the Bicycle Pool, is a commercial bike-sharing so-
lution in which electric-assisted bicycles are offered through an app. It
was started in 2017 by a group of cycling enthusiasts who had a shared
background in a company that organized events connected to cycling,
including competitions and training events. Today, the company has
three employees: one salesperson, one COO, and one mobility specialist.
The company focuses primarily on setting up residential BSSs. In the
Bicycle Pool case, we conducted two main interviews, one with the
founder and member of the company board, and one with the chief
operating officer (the COO). The interviews were conducted at the same
time as an e-mobility pool (providing e-bikes and e-cars) was set up in a
residential area in Jonkoping, a medium-sized Swedish municipality.
One of the authors (MH) conducted on-site visits on several occasions,
and also interviewed other actors involved in the project. This was the
first project the Bicycle Pool was involved in, so it entailed a learning
process for them, generating new insights into their initiative and
business model. The Bicycle Pool interviews were semi-structured and
followed a thematic interview guide similar to that used in the bike
kitchen interviews, although case-specific questions were also included.

The interviews all lasted from one to two hours and were recorded
and transcribed. As the interviews had been conducted some years ago
(2018-2019), follow-up questions were asked and answered via e-mail.
The transcripts were categorized and analyzed thematically according to
the central themes, core concepts and research questions of the project.

The analytical process is summarized in Fig. 1, “Analytical model”:

Qualitative methods are often criticized for not being able to
generalize results in a traditional sense. To carefully explain the study
design as well as the results strengthens the possibility to recognize
similarities and differences in cases that are similar to the study at hand
(Myers, 2000). This way of approaching generalization is described as
“transferability” and/or “naturalistic generalization” (Hellstrom, 2008).
The strength of this study is that the qualitative interviews with key
stakeholders have provided us with knowledge of the organization of
commercial residential bike-sharing, as well as how grassroots initia-
tives that support cycling organize their activities. The possibility to ask
detailed questions and to probe deeper into the answers with follow-up
questions is unique for qualitative interviews. However, the results are
highly dependent on the quality of the interviews and the informants’
knowledge on the subject at hand. Relying heavily on the account of a
few chosen individuals can present problems. In this study the in-
formants were chosen on the basis that they had the most in-depth
knowledge of the topic at hand. Several persons were interviewed in
each case, and we verified information through comparing and
analyzing the interviews in parallel. Findings were also compared to
previous literature and theoretical concepts, which is an import way to
strengthen the reliability of a study.

1 A nationwide study association for informal adult education (SWE:
folkbildning).
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3. Results

We will start by exploring the ideas and experiences that led, on one
hand, to a commercial bike-sharing operation and, on the other, to
grassroot engagement in the Gothenburg bike kitchens.

3.1. Supporting bicycle futures: ideas and driving forces

A prominent feature of the interviews is that the representatives all
expressed a strong passion for cycling and for repairing bicycles. The
COO of the Bicycle Pool got involved because of his passion for cycling.
He described his passion as giving him an advantage over other
mobility-sharing operators who are more interested in making business
deals than in supporting cycling:

I try to convey my feelings for cycling in some way, and we notice
that it attracts quite a few that when they see that I am passionate
about it, that I not only want to sell a business opportunity, I also
want to get people to cycle. That’s sort of where we try to push more,
because we know that [carpool operator] can offer bicycles too, but
they have no heart for it. (COO, the Bicycle Pool)

The Bicycle Pool grew out of another initiative related to biking, a
small-scale enterprise that organizes cycling camps, events, and chal-
lenges for advanced cyclists — or “bike nerds” as they are described. The
group of friends behind the enterprise did not view it as a way of earning
profits, but rather as a way to engage in a passionate interest. When a
local housing manager asked if they were interested in developing a
concept for residential bike-sharing, they saw a business opportunity:

It’s more about the structure and business opportunity in the Bicycle
Pool. Somehow, that is the whole basis — we like cycling, we see
opportunities for cycling as a form of exercise, and we see opportu-
nities for cycling as a means of commuting, as well. (Manager, the
Bicycle Pool)

The bike kitchen volunteers did not talk in terms of earning a profit
from their interest in bicycles. Instead, they highlighted how they could
help other people whom they meet in the bike kitchens. One volunteer
described how he got involved:

I’ve always been interested [in] bikes too and I've always cycled. So,
I was there to work on my own bike, and then well, “How do you
become a volunteer here, then?” And the simple answer was, “just
stay.” They need help from people. The idea is that everyone is
welcome. And it’s not so much about membership, it’s most impor-
tant that you get involved and help people. That’s how I ended up
there. (Bike kitchen volunteer 1)

The other volunteer we interviewed had a similar story. He has a
background in various citizen-led initiatives rooted in autonomous
movements with a focus on DIY culture. He started to spend time at a
bike kitchen because he liked fixing his bike, which led him to volunteer
and help others with their repair work.

From these stories, we see that a passion for bicycles and cycling can
develop into different kinds of engagement oriented toward either
creating a business or undertaking volunteer work. This does not mean,
however, that the representatives of these two cases view biking, and its
virtues, very differently.

Another similarity between the two cases is a shared view of what it
means to be a cyclist in an urban environment. The participants
described cities as dominated by cars, which they regard as reflecting
car-centric planning. Representatives of both the Bicycle Pool and the
bike kitchens said that urban planning must create room for cycling for it
to become a viable mode of transport for a wider group of people. The
Bicycle Pool manager argued that the problem with cars is all the space
they take up, space that could be devoted to biking, green space, or new
housing. Most importantly, these representatives based their reasoning
on their actual experiences of cycling. One bike kitchen volunteer



M. Henriksson and J. Goransson Scalzotto

Journal of Cleaner Production 395 (2023) 136368

ANALYTICALMODEL

>

[ Grassrootinitatvies (G1) can play 2 key role in the transitiontoa
circular society but faces pressures to conform to present regime -

risk creating bureaucraticand hierarchical structures, risk of eroding

support sustainable

Canintroduce and
norms and practices

% Nurturing through regulations,

Gl targeted problems are
thought to need expertise to be
addressed

/ CS identifies corevalues and / ‘

Z

P core values and principles of grassroot initatives, obscuring Gl:s
G | possibilities to contributeto transition

o B4
n - -
L E— o
S Gaeaand Commercialization m
—_— N ) A turn to market logics to meet m
= revitalize sustainable o . . demands from societal actors —
<_( innovations / DIY Bike kitchens in Gl Commercial Z
- { Gothenburg inSweden | residential \ m
= \‘ Cs Identifies core values and - case ‘\ bicycle pool ‘\ )
— \ Tegime pressures they face studies ) Professionalization o)
[ (cs) regime pressures they face m
o wn
O (2]
o o
(%] P
(%] m
< wn
s

( policies etc. can support GI:S )
and enable transition 3

Fig. 1. Analytical model.

described the city of Gothenburg as difficult to bike in:

The infrastructure, it’s messy. (...) Istill have a hard time seeing how
they [i.e., the planners] were thinking It is impossible to ride on the
bike path because there are too many people walking on it. You just
collide all the time. It’s dangerous. But I hope the infrastructure will
become better, then it will be safer to cycle for people in all contexts.
(Bike kitchen volunteer 1)

One representative of the Bicycle Pool articulated almost identical
reasoning:

I see absolutely that if we are to develop cycling here, it will require
completely different infrastructure from what we have right now,
especially in the inner city ... When I started riding around on an
electric cargo bike ... The asphalt is bad, [the bike paths] are very
narrow. I have to basically ring [with the bicycle bell] on every
person who is on the bike path or is on the shared pedestrian and bike
path because there is no room. Then you go maybe 25 km per hour
and it becomes very obvious that, even for me who rides a lot, it does
not feel safe. (COO, the Bicycle Pool)

In this section we have shed light on what drives people to become
involved in cycling initiatives. We have noted that whether one chooses
to get involved in a non-profit organization as a volunteer, or whether
one develops a commercial BSS to create a business, the experience of
being a devoted cyclist still shapes one’s understanding of cycling and
one’s conviction that cycling can contribute positively to our commu-
nities. Despite sharing driving forces and visions, there are still differ-
ences in how representatives of the different cycling initiatives
understand cycling, and what it means to promote cycling to a wider
group of people. This means that the organizations face different kinds
of pressures from the incumbent regime. We will explore this issue in the
following sections.

3.2. Commercialization pressure

Given that the Bicycle Pool is a profit-driven initiative, its repre-
sentatives view bike-sharing as a commercial activity. The commercial
framing had consequences for how the Bicycle Pool’s representatives
framed cycling. Here, some interesting aspects of the commercialization
process stood out.

The Bicycle Pool representatives were looking to “turn motorists into
cyclists” by presenting an easy and fun alternative to the car for busy,
urban households. They used the catchphrase “own your time instead of

a car” to communicate their business vision. This emphasized what they
see as key for their target groups, i.e., not spending time and effort on
transport in their everyday lives. Above all, they wanted to target fam-
ilies, since they are perceived as a group that lacks time and wants
flexibility in transport. Electrically assisted cargo bikes can challenge the
car, the representatives argued, but not many families have had the
opportunity to try them since they are expensive to buy. The Bicycle
Pool manager explained:

Yes, we put a cargo bike in a residential building so a family can start
testing what it is like to really live with one, and you get to ride a bike
with two children and go to [grocery store] and park outside and go
in and shop, and that is a dream come true ... And then they can
compare it to a car and to owning a car. (Manager, The Bicycle Pool)

Being passionate cyclists themselves, they were aware that not
everyone would have the same relationship to cycling as they did. Of-
fering a suitable cycling solution could open up the joys of cycling to a
wider audience, they argued. The imagined rationales of their target
group were described as follows:

In some situations, it is efficient to cycle, it can be both economical
and efficient or environmentally the best alternative. ... Yes, there
are really those who want to cycle and then there are those who want
transport for themselves — they are different categories. Not everyone
loves to cycle in the same way, maybe, but everyone needs transport
for themselves. (COO, the Bicycle Pool)

After testing the service in a residential area where the residents
could first use the bicycles for free for a certain period, before being
asked to pay a fee, the Bicycle Pool learned how difficult it is to find
customers willing to pay for the actual cost of the service. “Sure, if the
users want to pay SEK 1000 a month, then it would have been different,
but we assume that they don’t really want to do that,” the operator said.
Their effort to find a business model allowing the company to create
surplus value indicated that they had to change the target group from
residents to housing developers or other actors willing to pay for resi-
dents, users, or citizens to access shared bicycles in their neighborhoods.
This emphasizes, above all, the need for public actors to actively support
sharing solutions if they believe that such initiatives have the potential
to challenge car dependency. Today, public actors rely on market actors
to take the lead in transport and mobility innovation (Wallsten et al.,
2021). As the Bicycle Pool case shows, it is difficult to develop a concept
that is attractive enough to induce consumers to give up their cars, and
that is also commercially viable. We interpret this as a form of
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commercialization pressure, and an important key to understanding
why commercial bike-sharing is geared toward an urban elite of
able-bodied resourceful individuals who already have access to various
mobility options (Nixon and Schwanen, 2019).

When developing an attractive shared bicycle offering, the Bicycle
Pool assumes certain characteristics of the target users. These charac-
teristics center on the idea that the users are neither skilled nor inter-
ested in repairing or maintaining bicycles. The manager imagined that
even though the users do not want to pollute the city, they are too busy
to prioritize environmental struggles:

It’s about wanting to avoid driving and not having to park, avoiding
that mess. There are those who have environmental reasons, who
really want to make their contribution. I think that, to simplify
everyday life, you don’t have to own a bicycle, you don’t have to
store it. To put it simply, I do not have to take any responsibility, I
buy the service, just like that. And it feels like this is a general di-
rection: “I just want to pay so that it gets solved.” (Manager, the
Bicycle Pool)

When discussing visions of the future, the manager of the Bicycle
Pool focused on changed consumer behavior, with the consumers feeling
more comfortable paying for shared bicycles, than owning their own.
This would make commercial bike-sharing actors less dependent on
support from public actors and would probably lead to a variety of bike-
sharing solutions all over Sweden, the manager argued. This vision
implies a relationship between bicycle and cyclist that above all is based
on commercial arrangements. This differs quite radically from how the
bike kitchens understand cycling and what it means to be a cyclist. In
this sense, commercial bike-sharing risks excluding the more democratic
elements of cycling, which Bradley (2018) interpreted as “convivial.” A
convivial relationship to cycling emphasizes that skills and excitement
related to repair work enhance the joy and pleasure of using bicycles,
supporting a non-commercial relationship to cycling. In the next section,
we will explore how the bike kitchens in Gothenburg relate to the
convivial elements of cycling and how their core values are challenged
when public actors want to support and spur non-commercial
bike-sharing.

3.3. Professionalization pressure

Bike kitchens have existed in Gothenburg in various configurations
for about ten years. At the time of the interviews, there were five or six
bike kitchens in operation. Originally, they were all organized as citizen-
led non-profit initiatives based on volunteer work, with the autonomous
elements of the movement being highlighted. One municipal official
described the bike kitchens in Gothenburg as particularly “anarchist”,
with being “as free and unconstrained as possible” having been key.
Even so, most of the bike kitchens have had financial support from the
Association for Adult Education, mainly to cover facility costs. The
tension between being dependent on financial support and striving for
autonomy has always been tangible. One volunteer specifically
emphasized that his involvement in the bike kitchen was based on the
idea that “no one can tell us what to do.” He developed this thinking in
relation to what he described as the pressure to conform:

When you involve the Association for Adult Education, or any third
party, there will be a lot of democracy, sort of. We will have to go to
meetings, we have to make statutes. In other words, such things take
away a bit of what you wanted to do. For example, member registers.
I personally, when I signed up [for bike kitchen] I thought, why
should I write my personal information here? I don’t want to, why
should I? I just want to be here and work on my bicycle. (Bike kitchen
volunteer 2)

The political goal of increasing the number of bike kitchens in
Gothenburg led to various municipally organized activities from 2016 to
2018 to support the infrastructure for bike kitchens in the city. As an
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outcome, other organizational models were tried out, differing from the
community-led bottom-up approach that is traditional in many bike
kitchens. The non-profit framing was still central to these new organi-
zational models, but they were more focused on framing the activity as a
“social innovation” whereby unemployed individuals could get social
benefits in exchange for “volunteering” at a bike kitchen. Accordingly,
some bike kitchens during this period were run by public-sector actors.
Similar changes in how bike kitchens are run can be noted in other
Swedish cities such as Lund and Malmo, which is something the vol-
unteers in Gothenburg are aware of and relate to. This development has
prompted volunteers to raise questions regarding the core values of bike
kitchens. The Gothenburg bike kitchen volunteers have a skeptical
approach, as they have been adamant about not being controlled or
influenced by outside actors. They strongly question what can be
considered professionalization pressures.

Even though the volunteers we talked to did not equally stress the
importance of independence from the Association for Adult Education or
the municipality, they reasoned about what it meant for the bike kitchen
movement One volunteer noted that the traditional way of organizing
bike kitchens creates vulnerability, in that the kitchens can close down
quite suddenly or function poorly depending on how much time and
energy volunteers have. If a municipality is responsible, the actual
operation would not be as dependent on enthusiasts:

You have more structure when a municipality sets it up. For example,
the one who keeps it going gets a salary or something. Has it as a job.
So, they can ensure that everything is clean and ready when people
[come]. Maybe they can also extend the opening hours - I can
imagine that. Now we are limited. The principle still works — that
people can go there and can work on their bicycles and get a bicycle —
it would not be affected. But then I would say, you really have to
professionalize completely. And then it’s more like a service that the
municipality offers. (Bike kitchen volunteer 1)

The public actor’s side also expressed doubts about how best to
nourish the bike kitchen “soul.” A municipal official who had previously
worked with bike kitchens at the Association for Adult Education had a
lot of respect for the values that grassroots initiatives contribute with.
She found that the Association had developed a model in which the
activist spirit of the bike kitchens could remain intact, while the kitchens
met some of the conditions for receiving financial support, for example,
registering events, but not members. However, the political goal of
supporting bike kitchens meant that the municipality took a more active
approach than previously, and saw itself as a possible initiator of bike
kitchens. She said that while the municipality with its resources often
wanted to “do good,” it could be challenging for members of civil society
to see the municipality take a grassroots concept and transform it into
something they are not comfortable with

And I think that maybe the movement wants the municipality to be
very passive. But maybe the municipality doesn’t want to be passive
and has rules. (Coordinator, Goteborg municipality)

In an interview with a former Association for Adult Education
employee who had worked exclusively with bike kitchens for a period,
the tension between the anarchist framing of the bicycle kitchen
movement and the political desire to open more bike kitchens was clear.
His job was financed by the municipality to support bike kitchens in
general and to facilitate new bike kitchens in different areas of Goth-
enburg. In his work, he met many of the bike kitchen volunteers and
sometimes felt that they were rather hostile toward the goal of sup-
porting new forms of bike kitchens:

In some of these bicycle kitchens, I felt that they saw me as someone
who comes in and parasitizes. “Here comes the municipality and the
Association for Adult Education, here you come and parasitize our
thing, our project idea, what we are doing.” It is of course difficult to
develop your work if certain people have that attitude. If we are to
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have more bicycle kitchens, I think you need to be quite unpreten-
tious and pragmatic and you should look at the existing opportu-
nities, instead of seeing value only in how it should be. Because this is
how it works — if we have volunteers, well then it will end up in
nothing. But we have this group that has been unemployed for ten
years and this guy from Iraq who worked as a bicycle repairman, but
he doesn’t have a job here. (Former coordinator, Association for
Adult Education)

What the coordinator described can be interpreted as tension within
the bike kitchen movement arising when it faces “professionalization
pressure.” Some of the volunteers saw the freedom to spend time with
bicycles in a space outside mainstream society as vital. Other volunteers
saw the social benefits of opening up cycling to new groups and of their
work becoming more prominent. The municipality, for its part, often
emphasized the value of supporting cycling from a sustainability
perspective. In this sense, bike kitchens can be described both as part of
the CE framework, in which bicycles are saved instead of thrown away,
and as a social project that helps disadvantaged citizens by giving them
access to bicycles and supporting meaningful livelihoods for them.
Schwanen and Nixon (2020) highlighted that bike kitchens and other
citizen-led initiatives that support cycling can play a role in improving
the wellbeing of poor and otherwise disadvantaged individuals and
groups, since they extend the ability to cycle, and even the right to move
in urban environments, to wider groups.

3.4. The role of public actors

There are several examples of public actors supporting commercial
bike-sharing (van Waes et al., 2018). This raises questions about what
kind of sharing practices public actors should support, and why. The city
of Gothenburg runs Styr & Stall, a public bike-sharing scheme that offers
conventional bicycles to citizens for a cost (Nikitas et al., 2015). The
scheme was described as part of the “infrastructure” of the city by an
interviewed bicycle planner from Gothenburg Municipality. However,
she argued that while a public bike-sharing scheme is an important part
of the transport infrastructure in the city, bike kitchens are not.

I: Styr & Stall is infrastructure.

R: Yes, ok.

I: Bike kitchens are not.

R: No, and what do you mean by infrastructure?

I: It is bicycles that are strategically placed so that everyone can use
them.

R: Yes, while bike kitchens instead provide an opportunity to learn
how to bike?

I: Yes, they are meeting places, to learn and so on.

R: But you see them as very different things.

I: 1 see them as very different things, yes.?

The bicycle planner linked this line of reasoning to demarcating
organizational responsibility. When she described bike kitchens as
“meeting places for learning” she was also defining them as a “social
issue,” which meant that another department is responsible for them.
She explained that cycling, besides being a sustainable mode of trans-
port, also has effects on public health. Neighborhoods with small
numbers of cyclists also have other problems such as unemployment and
poor public health, making it a difficult issue for transport planners to
solve. She believes that bike kitchens can be a way of tackling these
issues, but as part of a “social program.”

A main question here is whether it is possible for a public actor to
nurture different bike-sharing initiatives. Judging by the attitudes of the
bike kitchen informants, measures that nurture commercial bike-sharing

2 R = researcher, I = Informant.
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could risk alienating grassroots initiatives. One volunteer reflected on
the risk of public nurturing that goes hand in hand with the process of
professionalization:

They become customers, sort of. Because maybe that’s the risk when
you start offering it as a real service (...) that people start behaving a
bit like customers. And now everyone who comes to the bike kitchen,
whom I have met, is very happy for everything they get. It’s great to
be there because people are so nice. And I can imagine that the
attitude changes a bit if you have a different organizational form.
(Bike kitchen volunteer 1)

It is evident that the volunteers are suspicious of professionalization,
particularly when demanded from “the outside.” One informant’s claim
about not wanting to be perceived in terms of “sustainability” or as an
environmentalist echoes Rouhani’s (2012) ideas about the link between
professionalization and identity in social movements. Professional
identities can feel stifling. At the same time, the organic form of a
volunteer organization often puts high demands on the core leaders of
the movement, which can threaten its longevity. Expanding a movement
often calls for more complex, professional degrees of organization.
Professionalization processes should therefore take into account both
the longevity of the grassroots organization as well as its integrity. There
is a conflict between viewing shared cycling as a service for customers or
as a democratic movement in which citizens can access cycling and thus
mobility.

4. Conclusion: producing different bicycle futures?

In this paper we have discussed how two different bicycle initiatives
can support the transition toward a more circular and just future.
Despite some differences, the initiatives share an understanding of the
kind of futures needed for cycling to flourish. There is a need for less car-
centric cities with infrastructure that supports safe cycling. There is also
a sense that sharing bicycles, instead of owning one’s own vehicle, can
support a future oriented toward community building and resource
commoning (c.f. Zapata Campos et al., 2020). However, the comparison
also highlights differences in visions of how to reach this more circular
future. While bike kitchen volunteers argue that bicycle knowhow and
shared repair practices are essential for cycling (cf. Bradley, 2018), the
Bicycle Pool is oriented toward market solutions in which future cyclists
do not need to care about cycling, just use bicycles in their daily
commuting. Engaging citizens as consumers of a shared Bicycle Pool is
therefore seen as vital to support a cycling future. This process can be
described as the marketization of cycling (cf. Nixon and Schwanen,
2019). When volunteers describe the bike kitchen movement, they
instead assume that it is deepening one’s repairing skills and main-
taining one’s bicycle that allow citizens to engage in cycling on an
everyday basis. The bicycle identities produced within the bike kitchens,
as well as imagined cycling futures, are built around an idea of active
and involved citizens.

An important difference between the two initiatives is that while the
Bicycle Pool is trying to “upscale” cycling and establish a model for bike-
sharing in which cyclists are paying customers, the bike kitchens want to
preserve the grassroots framing. Since the bike kitchens tend to resist
forms of “upscaling,” how they can welcome a wider audience remains
unclear. The pressure to professionalize bike kitchens can therefore be
described as a struggle between public actors and grassroots movements
regarding the core concept of bike kitchens.

We have also discussed whether it is reasonable to frame bike
kitchens as an initiative that mainly addresses social issues that include
elements of cycling, or whether they should be described as part of the
infrastructure of cycling in cities. Viewing them as both is in line with
what Schwanen and Nixon (2020) advocate that if public actors want to
address different aspects of sustainability, making space for citizen-led
initiatives is one way forward. This can support not only public health
and the right to move, but also more circular modes of transport. It is not
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obvious that commercial bike-sharing has the same positive social ef-
fects as bike kitchens, but they might have better chances of “turning
motorists into cyclists,” as the Bicycle Pool argues. As the Bicycle Pool
has learned, however, and as is supported by previous research (van
Waes et al., 2018), commercial bike-sharing needs public support to
succeed in this respect. The differences between the two initiatives
examined are rooted in different logics and, to an extent, different vi-
sions. These differences require different forms of nurturing in order to
succeed. While a commercial sharing initiative might need financial
support to cover expenses when its users are unwilling to pay the full
price, grassroots initiatives might need protected spaces where they
need not conform to certain organizational structures in return for
benefits such as free workspaces.

This paper has noted that different bike-sharing initiatives can
contribute to a future circular economy, but in different ways. While
bike kitchens have the potential to support social aspects of circularity,
commercial bike-sharing is more likely to support ecological aspects.
Both kinds of initiatives are crucial and rely on the support of public
actors with a strong sustainability agenda. Given the importance of a
green transition toward more circular practices, and the role of the bi-
cycle within that transition, we argue that a diversity of tactics (Shantz,
2012) is needed. Rather than focusing on finding a sole ‘best practice’,
public actors need to find ways to nurture a wide range of initiatives and
practices with different — sometimes even seemingly conflicting — goals
that challenge the use of private cars.
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