
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Master thesis 

 

Whose Streets? Our Streets! 
Bicibús in Barcelona  

through a Justice Lens 
 

Anna Aretha Sach (anna.sach@autonoma.cat; NIU: 1662889) 

Master’s Degree in Interdisciplinary Studies in Environmental, Economic and Social 
Sustainability – Specialization in Ecological Economics  

Supervisor: Jordi Honey-Rosés 

City Lab Barcelona, Institut de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals (ICTA-UAB), 
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona, Cerdanyola del Vallès, Barcelona, Spain  

Date of the paper submission: August 28, 2023  

Journal: Transportation 

  

Photo: Calvox & Periche. Reproduced with permission of the photographers. 

 



 

 

 

Table of content 

Information about the project: City Lab Barcelona ........................................................ i 

Information about the journal: Guideline for authors .................................................... ii 

Biography .................................................................................................................... ii 

Statements and Declarations ....................................................................................... ii 

Abstract ...................................................................................................................... 1 

1 Introduction .......................................................................................................... 2 

1.1 Mobility justice ............................................................................................... 2 

1.2 Active mobility to school ................................................................................ 4 

1.3 Cycling advocacy and activism ...................................................................... 6 

1.4 Bicibús ........................................................................................................... 8 

2 Methods ............................................................................................................. 10 

2.1 Study setting ................................................................................................ 10 

2.2 Sample and data collection ......................................................................... 15 

3 Results .............................................................................................................. 18 

3.1 Bicibús in privileged districts leaving out more marginalized families .......... 18 

3.2 Boundaries of participation along class and racialization, but not gender ... 19 

3.3 School choice and self-selection explain the reflection and reproduction of 

inequalities ............................................................................................................ 21 

3.4 Barriers strong for low-income and less integrated families ........................ 22 

3.5 Families come for activism and fun ............................................................. 27 

3.6 Bicibús as a vehicle of change towards just sustainable cities .................... 28 

4 Discussion ......................................................................................................... 30 

4.1 Recommendations ....................................................................................... 34 

4.2 Limitations and further research .................................................................. 35 

4.3 Conclusions ................................................................................................. 36 

References ............................................................................................................... 37 



i 

 

Information about the project: City Lab Barcelona 

I conducted my master thesis with the City Lab Barcelona research group at the Institut 

de Ciència i Tecnologia Ambientals of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona. The 

team studies the impacts of urban projects, policies, and interventions, while engaging 

in applied research, direct action, and partnerships to learn about city dynamics. The 

mission is to generate applied knowledge that can accelerate the transition to sustain-

able urban planning and design.  

During the master program I became more and more interested in sustainable mobility, 

social movements, and Feminist Urban Political Ecology. I am active in the climate 

justice movement and a cyclist myself, not only for sports or transport, but also as an 

activist practice, so justice and cycling activism were two passions that I liked to com-

bine. Thus, I decided to conduct an analysis of the Bicibús initiatives in Barcelona 

through an intersectional justice lens. This research contributes to a bigger PhD pro-

ject, as Gemma Simón i Mas is conducting research on the Bicibús movement world-

wide and the effect of participation on families. Gemma and I supported each other 

through the research process, sharing literature, providing feedback on each other’s 

proposals and preliminary results, and making our data accessible to each other. Be-

side the semi-structured interviews, which I conducted, I analyzed and integrated her 

survey data in my thesis. Searching close collaboration with the Bicibús movement, 

we attended the International Bike Bus Summit in March 2023. To share our results, 

the two us of us will present jointly at two conferences in September, i.e. the RGS-IBG 

Annual International Conference in London and the Cycling & Society Annual Sympo-

sium in Dublin. 

The research on the justice dimensions of the Bicibús in Barcelona fits in the wider 

team portfolio through its content and implications. The team studies different aspects 

of cycling, e.g., activism, parking, bike theft. The embeddedness in the local ecology 

of actors, the creation of partnerships and focus on situated knowledge are important. 

In this case, the thesis creates applied knowledge in collaboration with activist from the 

Bicibús movement in Barcelona. The findings and recommendations can contribute to 

guiding the pathway to a more just and sustainable urban mobility system. Research 

and recommendations are situated in the city, but implications from this case can be 

useful for reflections in different contexts of cycling activism beyond Barcelona.  
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Abstract 

Mobility justice considers how power and injustice shape unequal (im)mobility patterns 

along gendered, class and racialized lines. Previous studies have shown that cycling 

movements can generate or reinforce inequalities. Even grassroots mobility initiatives 

from the cycling community may be entangled in systemic inequities and mobility in-

justice. Bicibús is a growing movement of children, caregivers, and volunteers who go 

to school together by bikes, skates, or scooters. They occupy the streets for safer and 

healthier cities. This study analyzes whether and how Bicibús initiatives reflect and 

reproduce inequalities based on gender, class, or migration in Barcelona. Through in-

terviews with 22 parents, including Bicibús organizers and non-participants, I outline 

the processes of exclusion in this grassroots cycling activism in Barcelona. While data 

indicated gender parity, low-income and racialized families were underrepresented 

among Bicibús organizers and participants, leaving the movement to be dominated by 

white and middle-class families. The schools that benefited were predominately in 

higher-income neighborhoods, while no routes connected marginalized students from 

lower-income schools. Work obligations, materials, confidence and physical abilities, 

social integration, and logistics were identified as barriers to participation, which more 

strongly impeded low-income and less integrated families. This analysis adds to an 

intersectional understanding of children’s unequal active mobility to school and biased 

representation in cycling initiatives. Raising awareness for racist and classist inequali-

ties, creating support structures, and involving schools are recommended to make cy-

cling protests more inclusive and diverse. 

Keywords: active school transportation; Bicibús; cycling justice; cycling movement; 

mobilities of care; mobility justice. 
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1 Introduction 

“I do argue that the Bicibús is a bit elitist. That's exactly that: [counts with the fingers]: 

1. You first need a bicycle. 2. You need the ability to arrange in terms of working hours 

to be able to participate. 3. And this is also the case with people who have a higher 

level of education and more money available, so that they can arrange to participate 

and take the time. 4. And you have to keep the bike in some way maintained. 5. Store 

it. It's definitely a luxury issue because you need the space for it.” [participant] 

1.1 Mobility justice 

The notion of mobility justice considers how power and injustice shape unequal 

(im)mobility patterns, along gendered, class and racialized lines (Sheller, 2018b). Mo-

bility justice addresses differences in access to movements, representation, and indi-

vidual experience of mobilities (Smeds et al., 2020). Thus, it goes beyond the distribu-

tion of benefits and burdens, and includes procedural, recognition, and epistemic as-

pects of mobility (Pereira et al., 2016; Sheller, 2018b; Smeds et al., 2020; Verlinghieri 

& Schwanen, 2020). Procedural justice relates to inclusion/exclusion in participatory 

processes, while recognition involves the acknowledgement of different needs, values, 

understandings, and customs (Smeds et al., 2020; Verlinghieri & Schwanen, 2020). 

Epistemic justice addresses knowledge production and ways of knowing (Sheller, 

2018a). Scholars and civic voices have made calls to explore the reasons why people 

chose certain modes of transport and how barriers hinder individuals and communities 

(Untokening, 2017). 

In this study I examine cycling inequities and barriers to cycling in the context of mo-

bility (in)justice. When analyzing cycling behavior, various intersecting forms of dis-

crimination and oppression must be considered (Ravensbergen et al., 2022). Critical 

velomobilities scholars consider cycling “both a product and producer of unequal power 

relations and ‘mobility justice’” (Scott, 2020, p. 1). This study aims to add to a growing 

body of literature on cycling injustices (Barajas, 2020; Bierbaum et al., 2021; Ravens-

bergen, 2022; Stehlin, 2019; Vietinghoff, 2021). These studies demonstrate that cy-

cling is embedded in uneven power relations and connected to gendered, class and 

racialized axes of difference. Bicycle benefits (e.g., infrastructure, health, accessibility) 
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are unevenly distributed in cities, and do not respond to the needs of vulnerable and 

marginalized groups (Cunha & Silva, 2022).  

First, women of all age groups are underrepresented on bikes in low-cycling cities 

(Goel et al., 2022; Raser et al., 2018; Sersli et al., 2020). This reflects broader patriar-

chal inequalities in care work, underrepresentation in urban planning, and lack of sep-

arated bikes lanes, which are preferred by women and children (Scott, 2020).  

Second, analyzing cycling data disaggregated by income and education provides clues 

as to the extent of mobility injustice (Goel et al., 2022). Lower class and socioeconomic 

status are associated with barriers, e.g., costs or lack of storage space (Huang et al., 

2018; Vietinghoff, 2021). However, cycling is also a mode for people out of necessity, 

not choice (Golub et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2019). Barriers to motor vehicle owner-

ship may make them more dependent on active mobility (Agyeman & Doran, 2021). 

Often those cyclists are made invisible (Golub et al., 2016). Additionally, low-income 

populations have limited access to safe and convenient cycling spaces (Doran et al., 

2021). Moreover, individuals with tertiary education are more likely to own a bike and 

cycle regularly (GESOP, 2022; Raser et al., 2018).  

For migrants, many factors affect the individual cycling experience and mobility needs, 

e.g., where they are from, previous cycling experience, cultural norms, current residen-

tial location, resource availability, and legal status (Barajas, 2020; Law & Karnilowicz, 

2015). Newcomer and refugee cyclists share safety concerns, such as a fear of injury, 

personal safety, negotiations about road space, sexual harassment, and worries about 

law enforcement (Lubitow et al., 2019; Ravensbergen, 2022; Ravensbergen, Buliung, 

& Laliberté, 2020; Ravensbergen et al., 2022).  

More research has focused on the connections between gender, race, ethnicity, in-

come, and cycling (Ravensbergen et al., 2022). Such an intersectional analysis is re-

quired to understand who is cycling and who is not, to promote more inclusive everyday 

cycling (Ravensbergen et al., 2019; Vietinghoff, 2021). Justice-oriented cycling prac-

tices should (1) ask who benefits from cycling programs, (2) pay attention to the con-

nections between cycling, race, public space, and justice, (3) recognize the diversity of 

cyclists, and (4) create space for local, non-expert knowledge (Golub et al., 2016). This 
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study applied those principles to analyze cycling practices to school, putting children’s 

everyday mobility at the center. 

1.2  Active mobility to school  

Public health and transport scientists have explored children’s mobilities to school, fo-

cusing mostly on the health and environmental benefits of active transportation and 

barriers to integrating it into the everyday life of children. Active mobility to school, also 

called active school transportation or active commute to school, includes walking or 

cycling to school and back. While children’s freedom to move in public space is de-

creasing in the Global North (Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2014), active mobility to 

school has a valuable impact, such as daily physical activity (Mendoza et al., 2017). 

Cycling is associated with even more health benefits than walking (Aranda-Balboa et 

al., 2020; Chillón et al., 2013). In addition, active mobility to school provides social, 

environmental, and safety benefits (Aranda-Balboa et al., 2020; Rutberg & Lindqvist, 

2019).  

Scholars who have studied active mobility to school have emphasized the importance 

of contextualizing mode choices with parents and the family environment. Par-

ents/caregivers’ attitudes and behaviors are crucial for active mobility to school 

(Rutberg & Lindqvist, 2019). When caregivers are active commuters themselves, the 

probability of the children to do alike is higher (Panter et al., 2010). Children prefer 

active mobility to school (Larouche et al., 2016). When they are involved in the deci-

sion, active mobility to school is more likely chosen (Egli et al., 2018). However, care-

givers are “gatekeepers” to children’s travel mode (Egli et al., 2018, p. 116). Thus, 

“parents’ views, capacities, and constraints” need to be assessed to contextualize chil-

dren’s mobility (Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2014, p. 624). Caregivers reported barriers 

such as safety, built environment, distance, time, competences, and self-efficacy be-

liefs (Aranda-Balboa et al., 2020; Jurak et al., 2021; Rutberg & Lindqvist, 2019; Sersli 

et al., 2020). Additionally, culturally specific challenges and norms (e.g., a “good” par-

ent as a chauffeur) influence travel behavior (Barajas, 2020; Bonham & Wilson, 2012; 

Egli et al., 2018). Positive emotions like fun, autonomy, and friendships were outlined 

as the most important drivers for cycling with children (Conticelli et al., 2018; Silonsaari 

et al., 2022).  
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Children’s commutes accompanied by caregivers are “micro-mobilities of care” or “lo-

cal care loops” (Isaksen & Näre, 2019, p. 593). These are interlinked with a gendered 

distribution of care work (Ravensbergen, Buliung, & Sersli, 2020). Women carry the 

disproportionate share of escorting children (Sersli et al., 2020). By now, research has 

paid little attention to local organization of everyday care mobilities (Isaksen & Näre, 

2019), and even less assessing privileges and forms of discrimination affecting those. 

Gender, class, and migration background are associated with active mobility to school 

(Børrestad et al., 2011; Kobel et al., 2019; Reimers et al., 2021). Varying patterns be-

tween walking and cycling are shown. For example, girls are more likely to walk than 

boys, but less likely to cycle in Spain (Chillón et al., 2009), Norway (Børrestad et al., 

2011), and Sweden (Johansson et al., 2012). Also in Catalonia, girls (<1%1) cycle less 

than boys (1-3%) (ESCA, 2023a). These gender differences depending on mode of 

transport were found across different continents with few exceptions (Chillón et al., 

2009). 

Children of lower socioeconomic status are more likely to use active mobility to school 

than those of high socioeconomic status (Babey et al., 2009; Chillón et al., 2009; Jo-

hansson et al., 2012; Schiaffino & Medina, 2023). For example, in Catalonia, 72% of 

lower-class children commute actively in contrast to 63% of middle- and upper-class 

peers (Schiaffino & Medina, 2023). However, in Sweden, this association was found 

only in urban areas, not in rural (Johansson et al., 2012). In Germany, upper-class 

children used to commute less active than lower and middle-class children, but this 

trend reversed in the last decade (Kobel et al., 2019; Reimers et al., 2021). Also, stu-

dents at private schools commute less actively than at public schools in Spanish cities 

(Chillón et al., 2009) and California (Babey et al., 2009). In Catalonia, children with 

lowest parental education (84%) commute more actively than those whose parents 

graduated secondary (70%) or university education (61%; Schiaffino & Medina, 2023). 

 

 

1 For ease of reading, all percentages were rounded off to whole numbers hereafter if not indicated 
otherwise. 
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Contrary, parental university education is connected with more active mobility to school 

than parental non-university education in Germany (Kobel et al., 2019).  

Differentiating walking and cycling, higher socioeconomic class (ESCA, 2023a; 

Reimers et al., 2021) and parental university education (Børrestad et al., 2011) corre-

spond to more bike travel of their children; whereas walking to school is most common 

in the lowest socioeconomic class in Catalonia (ESCA, 2023a). The higher the socio-

economic class, the more likely is cycling for children and adults there (ESCA, 2023a, 

2023b). Boys and girls in Spain and Germany indicated different patterns between so-

cioeconomic groups in the likelihoods to cycle or walk, e.g., middle-class boys walked 

less than their lower- or upper-class male peers, which does not apply to girls (ESCA, 

2023a; Reimers et al., 2021). 

Migrant children tend to be active commuters (Babey et al., 2009; Kobel et al., 2019; 

Reimers et al., 2021). Other studies showed the opposite in the US (Mendoza et al., 

2014) or no effect when data analysis was adjusted for car ownership and urbanicity 

of the area in Sweden (Johansson et al., 2012). Migrant children are more likely to walk 

than non-migrant peers (Børrestad et al., 2011; Reimers et al., 2021) and less likely to 

prefer cycling (Larouche et al., 2016).  

Summing up, active mobility to school is common among girls, low-income, and mi-

grant families who rather walk than cycle. On the contrary, boys, children with high 

socioeconomic background, parental university education, or no migration biographies 

are more likely to cycle to school. Consequently, cycling justice research needs to ad-

dress differences in children’s active mobility to school between gender, 

socioeconomic classes and migration biographies (Bierbaum et al., 2021). I assumed 

that those differences also affect participation in activism around cycling to school. 

1.3  Cycling advocacy and activism 

Cycling advocates aim to make cities more bikeable and in this way, address the his-

toric unjust allocation of road space that has prioritized private motorized vehicles (Tru-

jillo & Wilson, 2019; Verlinghieri & Schwanen, 2020). Justice arguments are a central 

part of cycling advocacy and activism, which aim to redress and mitigate the safety, 
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environmental, and health impacts of car-centric urban planning and design (Leyen-

decker & Cox, 2022; Stehlin, 2019).  

Cycling activism and organizations aim to contribute to mobility justice, but they 

emerge from particular communities, with particular ideologies, and are connected to 

certain privileges, means, power, and political ideas (Castañeda, 2020; Golub et al., 

2016; Waitt & Buchanan, 2023). Immigrants, racialized people, and refugees are often 

overlooked in cycling advocacy (Doran et al., 2021), and may not participate in cycling 

promotion (Golub et al., 2016). Cycling movements have been largely silent “on ques-

tions of difference” (Stehlin, 2019, p. 7), often driven by male, white2, young bike ad-

vocates (Stehlin & Tarr, 2017). As cycling is used as “political instrument”, parts of the 

population are left out in this struggle of “who is the city for” (Castañeda, 2020, p. 66). 

Therefore, cycling initiatives risk generating or reinforcing inequalities (Castañeda, 

2020). 

Feelings of entitlement, belonging, and other emotions draw boundaries of participa-

tion in cycling protests (Castañeda, 2020; Furness, 2007). Entitlement to take public 

space differs between social groups (Egan & Philbin, 2021; Waitt & Buchanan, 2023). 

Discrimination experiences influence non-Western migrants’ sense of belonging and 

identification with the society in Catalonia (Hellgren & Gabrielli, 2021). The experience 

of participating in a cycling movement creates a reinforcing sense of empowerment 

and collective self-esteem (Castañeda, 2020). Thus, protests can uphold inclusion and 

exclusion because the participants feel empowered to take the streets again, while 

others do not experience this “embodied engagement” and positive affect that would 

make them join (Castañeda, 2020, p. 14). A cycling movement that became famous 

for its fun and joy is the Bicibús (Honey-Rosés, 2023; Keeley, 2021). 

 

 

2 I capitalize Black, as critical scholars and Black activists suggested for decades to emphasize that is 
does not refer to skin color or ascribed ethnical group, but a social-political construct that positions in 
power relations (Foster, 2003). Many publishers discussed and adopted this in style guides since 2020 
(APA Style, 2022). Same applies for whiteness. However, to name it and draw attention on ongoing 
power positions on the one hand, while distancing myself from white supremacists on the other hand, 
who often capitalize white to demonstrate dominance (Thúy Nguyễn & Pendleton, 2020), I decided to 
write white in italic lower-case, which is often done in scientific writing (NdM-Glossar, n.d.). 
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1.4  Bicibús 

Bicibús initiatives aim to rethink road security, mobility, and public space policies 

(Avellaneda & Anaya, 2013). They claim recognition of children as mobility users, and 

more space for cyclists of all ages (Xarxa de Bicibús, 2022). A Bicibús, also called bike 

bus, bicycle train or cycle bus, is a group of students cycling to school together with 

adult volunteers along predefined paths (Conticelli et al., 2018). Most participants of 

the Bicibús cycle or are carried on bikes, others use scooters, skates, or run. They 

meet at a certain time to pick up and drop of participants along designated stops 

(Huang et al., 2018). Bicibús initiatives exist in many countries, with an exponential 

growth since 2020 (Simón i Mas, 2023). Currently, Bicibús research is limited (Hidalgo 

et al., 2016; Huang et al., 2018; Larouche & Mendoza, 2018). 

Bicibús initiatives are beneficial for children, caregivers, schools, and communities (La-

rouche & Mendoza, 2018). The group improves safety (Egli et al., 2018), physical ac-

tivity, health (Mendoza et al., 2017), and attitudes towards cycling and themselves 

(Conticelli et al., 2018; Huang et al., 2018). Positive long-term effects on travel behav-

ior are expected (Hidalgo et al., 2016). Further, Bicibús enhances social skills and co-

hesion (Egli et al., 2018; Sagaris & Lanfranco, 2019). Participation provides educa-

tional value (Avellaneda & Anaya, 2013) and an opportunity for habit discontinuity to 

change routine mobility (Marechal, 2018; Verplanken et al., 2008). But who takes ad-

vantage of these benefits? 

As it is the case for many grassroots cycling movements, the justice aspects of Bicibús 

initiatives remain unexplored, analyzing which students, schools, and neighborhoods 

gain, who loses, and if patterns of exclusion are reproduced (Collins & Kearns, 2005; 

Heynen et al., 2006). A Bicibús that provided bikes, equipment, and riding safety 

courses demonstrated to increase the physical activity of randomly selected low-in-

come students by 22 min/day (Mendoza et al., 2017). Yet, ways to provide equitable 

participation in low-income communities and the social sustainability of Bicibús initia-

tives need to be assessed (Huang et al., 2018). If successful, safe cycling to schools 

and cycling-friendly neighborhoods have the potential to enhance cycling representa-

tion across different social groups (Goel et al., 2022). 
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To fill that research gap, this thesis analyzes the Bicibús initiatives in the city of Barce-

lona through a justice perspective. I asked the overarching research question: To what 

extent does cycling activism for more child-friendly cities include low-income and ra-

cialized families? To answer that, I addressed the following sub-questions: 

1  In which neighborhoods in Barcelona are Bicibús initiatives organized and 

in which not? What characterizes those neighborhoods? 

2  Who participates in and benefits from the Bicibús?  

3  How do Bicibús initiatives reflect and reproduce social injustices regarding 

gender, class, racialization, and their intersections?  

4  What are the barriers for low-income, migrant, and racialized families to par-

ticipate in a Bicibús? 

5  How do a sense of belonging, felt entitlement and emotions influence par-

ticipation in a Bicibús as a political action?  

6  
How do Bicibús initiatives contribute to the creation of more just and sus-

tainable mobilities in Barcelona? 
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2 Methods 

2.1  Study setting 

Barcelona is the city with most Bicibús routes that are self-organized and led by parents 

worldwide (Simón i Mas, 2023). The first route in Barcelona started in March 2021 in 

the neighborhood of Sarrià, and spread from there across the city, and from Barcelona 

around the world (Buehler & Pucher, 2022). Currently, 18 routes operate with different 

frequencies (daily to occasional), with most routes in the districts Eixample and Sarrià-

Sant Gervasi, and none in three districts (Figure 1 and Table 1).  

Barcelona is a dense metropole with high volume of motor vehicle traffic (Minguillón et 

al., 2015) and air pollution (Martori et al., 2022). Lack of physical activity is estimated 

to cause more than 1,100 premature deaths per year in Barcelona (Mueller et al., 

2017). Being the highest excess mortality, this shows the urgent need to integrate more 

physical activity in daily routines (Mueller et al., 2017). Furthermore, Sunyer et al. 

(2015) demonstrated that high levels of traffic-related air pollution impaired the cogni-

tive development of primary school children in Barcelona. Thus, health experts recom-

mended policies to reduce traffic intensities around schools (Rivas et al., 2016). 

Notwithstanding, Barcelona is also a city of pedestrians. On a working day, 62% of the 

internal trips within the city are active mobility, followed by public transit (23%) and 

private vehicle use (15%) (iermB, 2022). Most of the active trips are made on foot 

(58%), while only 3% are made by bikes (iermB, 2022). Similarly, the majority (76%) 

of children between 3- and 14-years-old walk or cycle to school, while 14% use public 

transport (Schiaffino & Medina, 2023). 

However, cycling habits are not evenly distributed across city residents. Almost 30% 

of the households in Barcelona have no bike, which is more than in other Spanish cities 

(GESOP, 2022). The city’s cycle network and bike-sharing system fail to reach the 

poorest, most deprived areas (Anaya-Boig et al., 2022). People with higher education 

cycle significantly more than people with elementary or no education, showing a “class 

and/or educational gap” in Barcelona (Codina et al., 2022, p. 7). Furthermore, only 

35% of observed cyclists are women (Col·lectiu Punt 6, 2021). Transporting children 

to/from school additionally hindered women from everyday cycling (Curto et al., 2016). 
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Only 19% of the interviewed female and non-binary cyclists in Barcelona agreed that 

cycling allows them to fulfil care tasks (Col·lectiu Punt 6, 2021). 

In the last years streets and school environments were transformed. The progressive 

city government led by Barcelona en Comú (2015-2023) pushed changes advancing 

climate action, greening, sustainable mobility, use of public space, and citizen partici-

pation (Anguelovski et al., 2022). Cycling was promoted: e.g., bicycle lane kilometers 

doubled from 2015 to 2019, half of all city streets have speed limits of 30km/h (Buehler 

& Pucher, 2022). After the death of the five-year-old Hugo playing in front of his school, 

the campaign “Protegim les Escoles” (Protect the schools; 2020-2023) made more 

than 200 school surroundings safer and healthier through micro-interventions (Ferrer-

Fons et al., 2023; Honey-Rosés et al., 2023; Saura, 2020).  

Barcelona is characterized by high socioeconomic disparities between inhabitants and 

neighborhoods (Cornado et al., 2017; Iungman et al., 2021). This impacts the social 

composition of schools. Families tend to enroll their children in neighborhoods with 

higher income and more positive image, which is reflected and reinforced by inequal 

school performances (Gomà Garcia & Muñoz Aranda, 2018). Even though Barcelona’s 

school admission system is based on proximity, a reform extended school choices in 

2012 (Bonal et al., 2021). According to the authors, many schools in the wealthier dis-

tricts provide families more options there on the one hand. On the other hand, there 

are opportunities to opt out of proximity schools, which are mostly used by privileged 

students. In contrast, they showed that disadvantaged students are more likely to at-

tend the nearest school. Thus, school segregation was greater than residential segre-

gation (Bayona‐i‐Carrasco & Domingo, 2021; Bonal et al., 2021). It separates children 

from different social classes and migration biographies (Bayona‐i‐Carrasco & Do-

mingo, 2021; Gomà Garcia & Muñoz Aranda, 2018).  

There is a “double spatial inequality” (Scandurra et al., 2022, p. 13), of unequal edu-

cational offer and unequal mobility capital. Schools with many parents without tertiary 

education tend to have higher shares of low-income and migrant students. Many chil-

dren have migration biographies, as 22% of the city’s residents are born in another 

country (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2022). School choice contributes to social inequal-

ities since families have different resources and strategies (Àngel Alegre, 2017). 
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Socially advantaged children travel on average longer distance (Scandurra et al., 

2022) and more often by private motorized vehicles than students from lower socioec-

onomic status (Schiaffino & Medina, 2023). In this context of inequalities, it is neces-

sary to analyze whether school segregation by class and migration is reflected and 

reproduced in and by the Bicibús. 
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Figure 1 

Districts, Bicibús routes, maximum complexity schools, and the schools of interviewees 

in the city of Barcelona 

 

Note. Routes based on participatory online mapping (as of July 2023). Of the 14 schools, 12 are public and 2 

subsidized private (Princesa Margarita and Escola Pia Sant Antoni). Source: Own elaboration. 

https://felt.com/map/BiciBus-Global-Map-RdyhnY1ASjCj4HeS9BUkQdD?lat=41.388695&lon=2.145527&zoom=13.86
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Table 1 

Overview of 18 Bicibús routes by districts in the city of Barcelona 2021-2023 

 District Name Since Distance (km) Time (min) Frequency No. of schools No. of participants Gender adult Gender child 

Ciutat Vella Ciutat Vella 2022 2.7 26 Weekly 2 (potentially 3) 40 E M 

Eixample Eixample – Sagrada Família 2022 1.75 15 Weekly 3-4 40 E E 

Eixample – Diagonal 2022 1.1 n.d. Weekly 4 30-35 M F 

Eixample – Letamendi 2022 1.9 25 Weekly 7 50 E M 

Eixample – Sant Antoni 2021 (2022) 2 20 (17.5) Daily since 2022 4 (mainly 2) 150 (35-40) F M 

Eixample – Consell de Cent 2021 1.75 22.5 Weekly 4 30 E E  
Fort Pienca 2022 1.3 – 2 10 – 19 Weekly 3 17 M E 

Sants- 

Montjuïc 

//         

Les Corts Les Corts 2021 2.8 25 Weekly 4 41 E E 

 Pedralbes n.d. n.d. n.d. Occasional n.d. n.d. n.d. n.d. 

Sarrià-Sant 

Gervasi 

Sarrià – Bonanova 2021 3.44 30 Twice a week > 13 15 E E 

Sarrià – Tres Torres 2022 3.6 35 Twice a week > 13 5 E M 

Sarrià – Via Augusta 2021 4.8 50 Twice a week 11 100 M M 

Vallvidrera 2022 2.4 20 Occasional mainly 2 8 F E 

Gràcia  //         

Horta-

Guinardó 

Guinardó 2023 1.2 n.d. Weekly 3-4  9 E M 

Nou Barris //         

Sant Andreu Sant Andreu – La Sagrera 2022 1.98 20 Weekly 2-3 55 E M 

Els Indians – La Sagrera 2023 1.2 24 Weekly 3 30 M M 

Sant Martí El Clot 2021 1 10 Weekly 1 (potentially 3) 7 E F 

Auditori n.d. n.d. n.d. Occasional 1 n.d. n.d. n.d. 

Average   2.2 25.45  5 34 M (-0.13)b M (-0.38)b 

Note. Routes represented in the sample are marked in bold. a Eixample from name but starts in Sant Marti and one school is in Ciutat Vella. F = more female participants, M = 

more male participants, E = equal. b Average calculated with E = 0, F = 1, M = -1. 
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2.2 Sample and data collection 

Qualitative methods allowed in-depth data about families’ situated experiences and 

perceptions. I conducted semi-structured interviews with 22 parents from 14 schools 

(Figure 1) between March and May 2023. Half of them were Bicibús participants and 

half non-participants. The interviews took place at locations and times proposed by the 

interviewees. In five cases a child was partly present during the interview. The inter-

views were held in Spanish, Catalan, English, or German according to the interview-

ees’ preferences. Arabic was offered, but not requested. At the end, interviewees filled 

out a one-page survey about their socio-demographics (including gender, country of 

birth, and education level) as well as their discrimination experience (Table 2). I did not 

ask for income level, but the subjective financial situation. 

I recruited participants through messenger groups, communication channels of social 

movements and organizations, posters in social centers, and direct contacts. Each in-

terviewee received a 15€ gift card for a sustainable cooperative for educational mate-

rial. I used a purposive sampling through a snowballing principle. The only inclusion 

criterium was to be a parent of a primary school child. I aimed to integrate low-income, 

non-European, and racialized families, as their voices are often ignored, dismissed or 

discounted (Kotsila et al., 2023).  

Through the process I reflected on my positionality, power, and privileges that I carry 

as a white cis-female student and feminist activist from a European country, with uni-

versity education and early family support for cycling, who has no experience as a 

parent. This positionality influenced not only the relationships with interviewees, but 

also the framing, literature review, and data analysis of the study. To get to know the 

movement, build confidence, and understand the dynamics, I participated almost 

weekly (20 times over seven months) in various Bicibús routes. 

Detailed descriptive information about the sample is summarized in Table 2. The 11 

non-participants had diverse profiles, some wealthy with two cars, others having finan-

cial difficulties, or being undocumented migrants. Seven of them were migrants born 

in the Global South (Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, Morocco, Syria, Peru), four reported 

discriminations of origin. One current non-participant has previously participated, giv-

ing insights on drop-out reasons. From the 11 participants of Bicibús routes, six parents 
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are currently organizers, and one parent was a former organizer. Organizers were cho-

sen as key informants about the creation of routes, communication, barriers, and pat-

terns of participation.  

 

Table 2 

Interviewee characteristics 
  

Overall Non-participants Participants 

N 22a 11 11 

Bicibús organizers (females) 6b (2) 0 6 (2) 

Gender female 14 8 6 

  male 8 3 5 

No. of children total (average) 39 (1.8) 20 (1.8) 19 (1.7) 

Gender child male 25 11 14 

  female 14 9 5 

Average age children (range) 6.2 (1-13) 6.3 (1-13) 6.1 (1-9) 

No voluntary school choice 5 4 1 

Private School 3 3 0 

Born in the country 9 3 6 

Born in other European country 5 1 4 

Born in Global South 8 7 1 

Average years in country if foreigner 11.15 12.15 9.7 

Partnership together 16 8 8  
separated 6 3 3 

Education level secondary 2 2 0  
professional formation 2 1 1  
university 18 8 10 

Formal or self employed 18 8 10 

Average working hours 33.65 33.85 33.45 

Financial situation comfortably 9 3 6  
sufficient 4 2 2  
difficult 7 4 3  
changes 2 2 0 

Household  without car 10 6 4 

 with one car 10c  3 7c   
with two cars 2 2 0 

Experienced  

discrimination of 

origin 5 4 1 

skin color 1 1 0 

religion 1 1 0  
education 0 0 0  
income 1 1 0  
gender 7 2 5  
other 2 0 2 

Note. a One current non-participant had previously participated in the Bicibús. b One participant was previously an 

organizer. c A participant family had a shared car with two other households. 
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All interviews were recorded and transcribed. Nvivo was used for the data analysis that 

was guided by the research questions. An initial inductive coding with some in-vivo-

codes was selected for the first cycle coding (Saldaña, 2009). Then, codes were 

grouped during focused and pattern coding into higher level themes (Saldaña, 2009). 

Additional quantitative data about the Bicibús routes in Barcelona (Table 1) was drawn 

from an online survey that organizers answered to map bike buses globally between 

May 30, 2022 and April 21, 2023 (Simón i Mas, 2023). 

.  
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3 Results 

3.1  Bicibús in privileged districts leaving out more marginalized families 

Wealthier districts have most routes  

Since its inception, Bicibús emerged in neighborhoods known for their high social 

standing. The districts with most Bicibús routes, Eixample and Sarrià-Sant Gervasi 

(Table 1), were two of the three districts with highest average income (Ajuntament de 

Barcelona, 2022). In contrast, two districts with high poverty, Nou Barris and Sants-

Montjuïc (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2022), had no routes.  

Different reasons explain why the Eixample and Sarrià districts have the most Bicibús 

routes (Table 1). The hostile urban and environmental conditions in the Eixample cre-

ated a strong demand for a child-friendly active travel to school program such as Bi-

cibús. Massive daily car traffic in that district causes accidentality, noise, and air pollu-

tion (Aiash & Robusté, 2022), whereas in more walk- or bikeable neighborhoods such 

as Poblenou (in the district of Sant Martí) and Gràcia, there was lower demand for a 

Bicibús. For instance, a cycling parent in Poblenou pointed out that the bike lanes and 

pacified areas there make a Bicibús less urgent because they can safely cycle to 

school alone as a family. This could also explain the absence of a Bicibús in Gràcia.  

Sarrià has the particularity that it concentrates a large number of private schools that 

pull in families and children from outside the neighborhood (Gomà Garcia & Muñoz 

Aranda, 2018). Therefore, families who take their children to schools in Sarrià tend to 

commute larger distances. Students are often driven by car, in some schools up to 

85% of students (Minguillón et al., 2015). Interviewees emphasized that Sarrià had a 

“a big division” [participant from Sarrià] between progressive and conservative parents 

and was “a world apart” [organizer from Eixample] with a lot of economic capital. Thus, 

the hostile car traffic in Eixample respectively the long ways to schools in Sarrià created 

the high demand for Bicibús in those districts.  

Reproduction of injustice as Bicibús excludes marginalized children  

I find that children living in marginalized neighborhoods do not have the opportunity to 

participate in a Bicibús. None of the 18 Bicibús routes in Barcelona are connected to 
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any of the 49 maximum complexity schools3 with most marginalized students (Fig-

ure 1). Furthermore, the two districts with highest number of marginalized schools, Nou 

Barris and Sants-Montjuïc (Gomà Garcia & Muñoz Aranda, 2018), do not have any 

Bicibús. The degree of marginalization and mobility injustice in these districts can be 

appreciated with other indicators as well. They are the districts with least access (29%, 

respectively 32%) to bikes in the households and highest share of households (20%, 

respectively 17%) with difficulties to attend the children’s needs after Ciutat Vella (22%; 

Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2022). We clearly observe that the Bicibús movement has 

not succeeded in providing access to children from disadvantaged schools and neigh-

borhoods, but instead has predominately emerged from families, schools, and neigh-

borhoods of privilege. The spatial patterns of operation show that Bicibús routes repro-

duce existing inequalities and reinforce existing divisions of spatial (mobility) injustice.  

3.2  Boundaries of participation along class and racialization, but not gender  

Most Bicibús participants are from middle-class families with university education 

Low-income families rarely participated in most Bicibús routes in Barcelona. Partici-

pants tend to live with financial security and have university degrees, placing them-

selves among the 45% of Barcelona’s residents over the age of 16 with university ed-

ucation (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2022). Three women described difficult economic 

situations, showing an intersection of gender and socioeconomic status. Still, one of 

them characterized the movement as “a lot of middle class, well, people like us pushed 

into precarity, but [...] not super precarious” [organizer].  

Even though almost all schools with Bicibús were public schools, so theoretically open 

for everyone, there were only few families with financial difficulties at those schools: “I 

identify few families as very low-income. I think there are only a few. But basically, 

because they have been excluded from the neighborhood” [non-participant]. Gentrifi-

cation pushed out low-income families from the wealthier neighborhoods. However, 

 

 

3 Definition based on parental education level, low-skilled jobs or unemployment, recipients of guaran-
teed minimum income, specific educational needs, and share of immigrants (Gomà Garcia & Muñoz 
Aranda, 2018). 
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also some families who moved because of rising prices decided not to change schools. 

So, those bear the effort to have longer routes to school and continue to participate in 

the Bicibús: “we had to move, we could no longer afford the rent in Sarrià and then 

moved down to the center. And now we consequently have a relatively long way to 

school” [participant].  

Migrants from Global South are underrepresented in Barcelona’s Bicibús movement  

Most routes were organized by Catalan or Spanish parents and included only few par-

ticipants from the Global South. Interviewed migrant (ex-)participants were from 

France, Germany, Scotland, Portugal, and Argentina. The only interviewed participant 

from the Global South was among the three participants with difficult economic situa-

tions, being the only participant without university degree and unemployed. However, 

these aspects did not come up as difficulties in that interview. 

An exceptional route was Ciutat Vella with more migrant representation, but still the 

majority were “white, middle-class Europeans”. These migrants were “professionals 

with higher level of studies” [organizer], demonstrating the interplay of racialization, 

legal status, and education. This profile is representative for that school, but not for the 

whole district since Ciutat Vella has highest poverty rates (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 

2022) and the highest percentage of migrant school children (43%; Rodríguez et al., 

2019). It is the district with strongest segregation patterns related to migration 

(Rodríguez et al., 2019). Thus, segregation there also affected who participated in the 

Bicibús route in Ciutat Vella which mainly served two schools in the north-east of the 

district, not the many maximum complexity schools in the south-western neighborhood 

Raval (Figure 1). 

Gender balance  

Regarding gender, the Bicibús in Barcelona is mostly balanced between female and 

male attendees. Among children, the routes had either gender parity or more boys than 

girls (Table 1). On average across all routes, 43% of children are girls. An organizer 

explained that he had spoken more to parents with boys while the sons played football 

in the park. Almost all (five current and one former) interviewed organizers had only 

sons, except one organizer with two daughters. Likewise for parents, gender balance 
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was reported in 10 of 16 surveyed routes, plus four rather male routes and two rather 

female routes (Table 1). A homosexual parent emphasized diverse representation, 

also of LGBTQ* people, at the first Bicibús. No person with other gender identity than 

male or female was interviewed or mentioned. 

Women were very present as organizers and “demonstrating that you as a woman can 

take the public space with your children and the bike” [female organizer]. Without the 

Bicibús (slightly) more women escorted the children to school. The Bicibús attracted 

more fathers, which resulted in an overall more equal distribution of care tasks on those 

days through the Bicibús. Two gendered meanings crossed in the Bicibús: “it is indeed 

care work because you take your child to school, but you go by bike occupying the 

street. So, they intersect.” [female organizer].  

3.3  School choice and self-selection explain the reflection and reproduction 

of inequalities 

Why do we see this distribution of routes and profile of participants? Engaged parental 

networks at certain types of schools started the Bicibús routes in Barcelona, often in-

spired by social media. An exception is the first Bicibús that was started by a teacher 

in Sarrià. All other Barcelona routes were created upon the initiative of a group or a 

single motivated parent(s). In many cases, these parents had been already active in 

parental associations or other groups. Even though there was no coordination, a pat-

tern emerged on school level.  

Founders were often parents at (new) public primary schools with an innovative peda-

gogy. Those schools attracted “a certain type of population” [participant], which was 

likely to join the cycling protest: “the target group of parents is also exactly the target 

group that jumps on something like the Bicibús” [participant]. Thus, there was a “self-

selection” [organizer] of likeminded families which chose a new educational project, 

especially as this implied uncertain conditions, e.g., temporary structures.  

Strong social networks at those schools facilitated the creation of a Bicibús route. Par-

ents knew each other because of multiple reasons: a) New schools were small at the 

beginning; b) some parents aimed for these newer schools because they saw more 

possibilities to build up the school community; c) it was often their first child to be 
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enrolled, so they tend to engage strongly in their school; and d) they enrolled some 

years before the Covid pandemic.  

New schools were often at temporary sites, perhaps further away. Participants deemed 

the choice of the pedagogical project more relevant than longer distances. Those dis-

tances did not matter that much for families who could use bikes/scooters. Thus, strong 

social ties and bikeable distances created the perfect conditions in which parents 

started a Bicibús. 

School choice reflects and reproduces inequalities. Going to a specific school further 

away, even a public one, is a privileged decision because on the one hand, knowledge 

and effort are required for the application procedure. On the other hand, neighborhood, 

housing opportunities, lack of modes of transport, and parental time constraints limit 

which schools are accessible. For example, a wealthy family moved to more child- and 

cycling-friendly area in the search for a good school. A non-participant from the Global 

South criticized the school choice process as: “crazy, a lot of tension, and in the end, 

it also results in the generation of differences”. Whereas some families selected a cer-

tain educational program further away, other families, non-participants, opted for closer 

convenient schools, and five families could not even enroll at one of their preferred 

schools (Table 2). Bayona-i-Carrasco and Domingo (2021) argue that it is easier for 

non-migrant families, which tend to have more information about the characteristics of 

and differences between schools, to navigate the "progressive diversification of edu-

cational projects” (p. 3). Furthermore, a non-participant from the Global South high-

lighted that at their school after the change towards a more attractive school program 

less migrants were enrolled at the school than before. She emphasized that when the 

Bicibús network met with the Mayor, it was important to claim improvements “for all, 

not only for the children of the parents who are represented there”. 

3.4  Barriers strong for low-income and less integrated families 

Families who attended a school served by a Bicibús route still faced some family-level 

barriers to participation. Five interwoven themes were identified: a) work obligations, 

b) material conditions, c) confidence and physical abilities, d) social integration, and e) 

logistics. Although these barriers could potentially affect anyone, it was noted that ex-

cept c) they are particularly pronounced for families with low incomes and who are less 
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integrated. Consequently, the Bicibús can only be an “equalizer [...] as long as many 

factors add up” [non-participant] because these barriers served as “brake[s]” [former 

participant] especially when combined.  

a) Work obligations 

Class divisions regarding wage labor determine which parents can be involved in the 

Bicibús. Differences of “Who has to be at work and when?” [participant] affected par-

ticipation. Despite critiques on Twitter “that these people do not seem to work” [partic-

ipant], most participants were formally or self-employed (Table 2). However, the par-

ticipants often had flexibility when and where to work: “there are more people in high-

skilled jobs that allow you to work remotely, which allows you to go home” [organizer]. 

Parents without flexible work conditions had fewer opportunities to participate. 

Time obligations of work made participation impossible for parents who drop their chil-

dren earlier at school: “I pay the service of childcare at school, and between this and 

the reduced working hours and so on I can manage. I can’t participate because of that 

either” [non-participant in difficult economic situation]. For this reason, an organizer 

explained that occasional group rides in the afternoon (called Volta Canalla) were more 

diverse and better attended. Dealing with work obligations was easier for parents with 

other family members in town, e.g., grandparents escorting children, or strong social 

ties (see section d). 

Furthermore, the type of work activity put brakes on parents. On the one hand, the 

dress code (e.g., suits) or sweating hindered participation. On the other hand, unlike 

parents doing home office, one non-participant in difficult economic situation with a 

very physically demanding work avoided active mobility to school: “I work [...] walking 

all fucking day. I mean, let’s say that doing sport is what I feel like doing the least, 

giving more to my legs.”  

b) Material conditions 

For a family to be able to participate in Bicibús, they need access to fundamental ma-

terials such as bike/scooter/skates, parking space, and bikeable streets. First, you 

need to have a bike or other equipment. Even though both participants and non-par-

ticipants said that buying a bike, especially a second-hand bike, was feasible, this 
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might be harder for households with more strained budgets. Moreover, maintenance 

and additional materials (e.g., helmets) add costs. Some interviewees in difficult finan-

cial situations mentioned that they started cycling themselves or their children when 

friends or organizations gave them a bike or gift card, which they used to buy a bike. 

Second, accessible parking space was needed at home and the destinations (school 

and work). That is difficult at home in a city with a housing crisis (D’Adda, 2021). For 

instance, one interviewee was living in a temporary shelter after eviction, sharing one 

room with the whole family, so they did not have space to store a bike. Generally, bike 

theft was raised as a concern that hindered to park the bikes on the street. Replacing 

a stolen bike was harder for more tense financial situations. Alternative modes of active 

transport were more accessible, as they solved the financial and parking problematics. 

It was “cheaper to have skates or a scooter than a bike or it fits you more at home” 

[participant]. Finally, safe bike lanes or children- and bike-friendly environments were 

needed a) to access the starting point, b) the way back), and c) in case the family 

arrives too late to the route and must go to school without the Bicibús. A recent study 

demonstrated that Barcelona’s lower-income areas have significantly less access to 

the bike lane network (Anaya-Boig et al., 2022). This makes it more difficult for families 

there to cycle to school and creates a higher need to claim space for cyclists. 

c) Confidence and physical abilities 

Fear was raised as a big barrier, so cycling to school required a lot of confidence. 

Parental confidence was influenced by personality, cycling abilities and experience, 

built environment, behavior of other traffic users, and children’s abilities. A participant 

acknowledged that given the “fact that not everyone knows how to ride a bicycle or has 

the security to ride a bicycle, it is a privilege, but a small one”. The group can compen-

sate for this, as it creates confidence and protection: “It creates a mobile safe environ-

ment that accompanies you from one point to the schools.” [former participant]. This 

allows children autonomy, and caregivers tranquility. However, parents without confi-

dence for cycling are left out and discouraged from participating. A non-participant from 

the Global South who is learning to cycle asked in a Bicibús group: “’I don’t know how 

to ride a bike, can I come?’ – ‘No, no, that is for those who know.’” 

Furthermore, physical abilities restrained participation. For instance, a non-participant 

with visual impairment on one eye said: “for me the bike feels a bit more dangerous 
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than for the rest of people”. Although there were opportunities to transport children who 

usually use wheelchairs, this support did not seem to be taken up by families for a 

normal morning. On the contrary, children with wheelchairs attended the annual Kidical 

Mass cycling protest in rickshaws.  

d) Social integration 

Having little access to social networks made participation more difficult, while social 

integration facilitated participation. First, knowledge about the existence of the Bicibús 

is needed. Communication on social media and mouth-to-mouth did not reach all fam-

ilies. Especially involving other schools was difficult. The organizers tried to get neigh-

boring schools on board. But most participants remained from the founders’ school. 

That demonstrated how important a “social fabric” [non-participant] is to integrate fam-

ilies. New participants were drawn in through others, described as “effect of contagion” 

[participant]. Thus, the participants resembled the organizers because “it’s on a social 

level these – they were the people that I had access to most” [organizer]. Friendships 

with organizers made families join who were the only ones from their schools. How-

ever, one of them stopped, the other felt less seen and that she did not belong, which 

confirmed what an organizer assumed: “Possibly people who have migrated or from 

other schools do not have such a bond.”  

Social bonds could help to overcome barriers because they provide access to support. 

For instance, some parents who could not participate brought their child to the starting 

point of the Bicibús and let them join under the supervision of a befriended parent. 

Having this as an organized structure supports families who are currently left out: 

“There are possibly children who, due to family contexts or poverty, are unable to 

come, so it would be ideal if the Bicibús could also take them in and children could join 

without the person in charge” [organizer]. By now, legal issues hindered formal author-

ization or coordination. Hence, it currently depends on the ties between parents.  

So, support networks can also be exclusive. The supervision example underlines what 

a non-participant said: “in the end, mutual support networks can also help. [But] it also 

depends on the possibility of socialization that you have within the families. Because 

some people may not participate as much because of language or so on”. Further, 

shame and other feelings might hold back from using this support, as a Moroccan 
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parent, who wants to join and is recently learning to cycle, emphasized: “They [my 

friends] offer me, but I cannot ask every time: ‘Give me your bike, give me!’, no!”.  

e) Logistics  

Those parents who could theoretically join the Bicibús because they had a route and 

equipment available, flexible working conditions, and knew about it, still faced logistical 

challenges. While it is already challenging for parents with some privileges, additional 

stress and time might constitute an unbearable barrier for marginalized families:  

“lower socioeconomic levels have less time, maybe less money to buy a bike and 

to maintain it, but also less time to and less margin – and very often also less emo-

tional margin – to add a new constraint to their daily logistics” [organizer in comfort-

able financial situation] 

First, logistics meant a “mess” [non-participant in difficult financial situation] and “a 

huge act” [participant in sufficient financial situation]. A parent in difficult financial situ-

ation who participates in an occasional route therefore planed ahead: “When there is 

a Bicibús, I also try like, well, prepare things before, so I can leave on time and enjoy 

it”. Interviewees mentioned not only the logistics of preparing children, bikes, and back-

packs, taking them down on the street, and arriving on time, but also locking bikes and 

the way back with child/ren and bike/s. Parents with multiple and younger children 

faced bigger difficulties with this coordination.  

Second, the Bicibús provided a fixed “deadline” [participant] which parents reported as 

difficult with children, and participation required more time than going independently. 

Many families got out of the house earlier as usual (15-30min, but up to an hour). If the 

route was very convenient and the family routinized (like in the daily route Eixample-

Sant Antoni), these constraints diminished. It interacted with the distance and whether 

it was a detour. For a short distance, it might be “a too big mess” [participant], whereas 

it is possibly timesaving for families with long ways to school. For most parents, the 

Bicibús is additional effort and “means a cost [...] unless you are one of those families 

who always go by bike because they live farther away” [organizer].  
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Motivation, ideological conviction, and the benefits of participation could overweight 

those costs: “There are many parents who would arrive before on foot, but they go on 

the Bicibús to do activism” [participant]. However, time and logistics could hinder even 

them: “Because if it’s 8:35 a.m. and nobody has put on their shoes yet, there is a mo-

ment when reality is stronger than ideas” [participant]. 

3.5  Families come for activism and fun 

How did feelings, such as belonging or entitlement, influence participation? As de-

scribed in the previous section, lack of belonging and fear were barriers. For motiva-

tors, interviewees emphasized that two groups mixed in the Bicibús who come rather 

for activism or were attracted by fun.  

On the one hand, organizers and a large share of participants wanted to do activism. 

They were motivated to claim space for cyclists and children. To achieve that, they felt 

entitled to take the streets: “If we don’t go there, then the group is smaller, and our 

interests are not represented” [participant]. The experience in the Bicibús was said to 

be politicizing: “For me it is also a school of activism ... see that rights are achieved by 

exercising and claiming them” [participant].  

My hypothesis that migrant parents would feel less entitled to demand changes did not 

hold. Most of the interviewed migrant non-participants, who were mainly from the 

Global South (Table 2), were activists in or even founders of other groups, e.g., (femi-

nist) migrant, anti-eviction, or parental associations at school. Thus, it seemed that 

they had other political priorities than the Bicibús demands, but nonetheless were col-

lectively organized. However, the sample might be biased as the most engaged and 

integrated people tend to volunteer for an interview. 

On the other hand, fun attracted more non-activist families. They joined over time: “I 

think for the majority of us who are there now, it is protest and it’s activism. But with 

the format we’ve done, I think we’ve also attracted families who maybe weren’t so 

activist, but they love it” [organizer]. So, fun drew in new participants that otherwise 

would not come and motivated the organizers to keep up their activism.  
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Also, children were central motivators, as they demanded to occupy the streets: “It’s 

like the children have been really promoters, I believe, without knowing the politics of 

it, and they’ve sort of dragged their families along” [organizer]. Nonetheless, parents 

often held back because of the barriers described above, gatekeeping their children’s 

mobility.  

3.6  Bicibús as a vehicle of change towards just sustainable cities 

Interviews with Bicibús participants and non-participants revealed multiple dimensions 

of injustice. Beyond the uneven spatial distribution of routes, I also find patterns of 

procedural and recognitional injustices that I described in the previous sections and 

summarize in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2  

Different dimensions of injustices assessing the Bicibús initiatives in Barcelona 

 

Note. Findings based on interviews with 22 parents (participants and non-participants). The classification is indica-

tive, as findings are overlapping and interconnected. Source: Own elaboration.  
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The Bicibús creates a “bubble of peace, tranquility and sustainability” [organizer], but 

only some families can currently join, benefit, and demand change. These injustices 

limit the Bicibús to claim a more just and inclusive city for everyone because families 

are excluded, social inequalities reinforced, and their needs and perspectives not rec-

ognized. The movement needs to overcome those injustices to pave the way towards 

more just initiatives. As Sheller (2018a) emphasizes, justice is not a state or abstract 

conditions, but relational processes.  

Even though the Bicibús initiatives in Barcelona currently fall short on including low-

income and racialized families (as described in sections 3.1 -3.4), on other dimensions 

they contribute towards a more just city. First, by claiming that “space must be for eve-

ryone, not just for cars” [participant], the movement stands up for more spatial justice. 

Second, putting children’s mobility in the center and making them protagonists, they 

demand child-friendly cities and fairer recognition of different age-groups. Third, as 

described above, the Bicibús diminished gender gaps in cycling and care work. The 

movement focuses on care mobilities and has brought them into the political discourse: 

“It is politicizing. Everyday care. Empowering.” [organizer]. The “everyday factor” [or-

ganizer] of embodied activism was highlighted as something strong and positive: “You 

put your body to make the city more breathable, livable, and comfortable.” [organizer]. 

Fourth, these positive impacts do not only benefit participants and their school com-

munities, but Bicibús also provides improvements for all city residents: “What we are 

doing is massive: for them self-esteem, health, non-pollution, the recovery of public 

spaces” [organizer]. Lastly, focusing on care, education, and community is crucial to 

overcome exclusive individualistic and productivist understandings of mobility: “The 

idea was really to collectivize and make visible this way of moving around the city and 

to put it in the center of the city” [organizer]. 
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4 Discussion 

First, this chapter summarizes the main findings of this study. Second, I analyze how 

Bicibús initiatives reflect and reproduce inequalities, but why, nevertheless, I do not 

consider them elitist. Third, I argue why the Bicibús needs to be more inclusive. Fourth, 

I explain how this study contributes to the existing literature and I compare findings 

with previous studies. Subsequently, I present recommendations, that are derived from 

the findings, on how to tackle injustices within the Bicibús movement. Finally, I lay out 

limitations and give an outlook on possible future research before I conclude.  

This study finds that the Bicibús movement is a vehicle for change for more just cities, 

and yet as a movement, it is not able to escape entrenched social inequities and pat-

terns of exclusion. Bicibús activists aim to create more inclusive safe, healthy, and 

sustainable cities, while putting people, care, health, community, and wellbeing at the 

center. They demand more just cities, calling for the recognition of children and cyclists. 

However, they are not meeting the needs of all children, but mostly of privileged chil-

dren. Currently, participants and organizers in Barcelona are mainly white, middle-

class, well-connected families. Participating parents had high education level and flex-

ible working conditions. Likeminded parents came together and created Bicibús routes 

in newer schools. In contrast, schools with marginalized children are left out in the 

geographical distribution of the current routes. I identified additional barriers to partici-

pation for those families who have a Bicibús on their way to school. Those were work 

obligations, materials, confidence and physical abilities, social integration, and logis-

tics. These barriers tend to hinder low-income and less integrated families more 

strongly.  

Because of those barriers and the uneven landscapes of schools and neighborhoods, 

the experience of a Bicibús and the connected benefits are mostly accessible to a 

small, privileged group of parents and children. Thus, it reflects social inequalities, and 

participation is a “product” of unequal power relations (Scott, 2020, p. 1). Moreover, it 

reinforces inequalities. Families from better schools, higher incomes, and who feel 

more comfortable with cycling, are more likely to benefit from the collective active mo-

bility experience. They enjoy the safe space of experimentation, fun, trust, and mutual 

motivation. In this way, they consolidate who participates and stays inside, and who is 
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left out. The privileged participants build community in their school and neighborhood, 

support each other, have fun, demand change, and create political representation, 

whereas more marginalized families cannot enjoy this community, feelings and sup-

port, and their voices remain less heard. Thus, it is also a “producer of unequal power 

relations and ‘mobility injustice’” (Scott, 2020, p. 1).  

Nevertheless, I argue that the Bicibús is not an elitist movement, as is suggested in 

the opening quote. Indeed, it brings advantages for mainly wealthy and powerful peo-

ple. However, activists do not feel superior, and they do not deem others as inferior 

because these others lack power, status, or wealth. Thus, it does not comply with the 

dictionary meanings of “elitist” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Furthermore, many people 

within the movement are interested in reflecting on injustices and making the move-

ment more inclusive. 

There are several perspectives on why the Bicibús movement should become more 

inclusive. A justice-oriented Bicibús needs to integrate (high-income) car users on the 

one hand and must be accessible to marginalized people on the other hand. From an 

environmental justice perspective, it is important that families switch to active mobility 

to school who usually take private motorized vehicles. This diminishes injustices that 

this destructive mode of transport causes in the city through pollution, accidentality, 

and waste of public space. From a social justice perspective, which is also fundamental 

for environmental justice, equitable opportunities and accessibility are necessary 

(Agyeman & Doran, 2021; Pereira et al., 2016). The rationale is not to discourage mar-

ginalized parents from walking or public transport to school, or to impose cycling on 

them (Vietinghoff, 2021). Instead, all families should have the opportunity to join and 

benefit from the Bicibús, aiming for “equality of opportunity”, not equal use (Schwanen, 

2021, p. 686). Consequently, they can choose according to their preferences but are 

not constrained by structural inequalities (Pereira et al., 2016). This contributes to de-

mocratizing cycling (Leyendecker & Cox, 2022). Analyzing unequal cycling opportuni-

ties, this thesis provides new insights on making cycling more accessible. 

The results of this study add to the bodies of urban mobility and cycling justice schol-

arship (Barajas, 2020; Sheller, 2018b) by addressing three gaps. First, hitherto, it is 

the first research on unequitable participation in cycling activism of families and 
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children. Second, it brings together two disconnected strands of justice literature - 

school travel/school choice and transport equity - filling the gap on equity in student 

travel (Bierbaum et al., 2021). Third, to my knowledge, it is the first case analysis of 

the growing Bicibús movement. For this purpose, the study built upon previous theo-

retical considerations and empirical findings on mobility justice, which I will discuss in 

the next paragraphs. 

The overarching theoretical concept of mobility justice was applied to assess urban 

cycling activism to school. Mobility justice covers many scales from the body to the 

global (Sheller, 2018a). I applied this framework to the rather classical focus on 

transport and the urban scale (Sheller, 2018b). Social movements and activism were 

at the center, which reflects a recent development in mobility justice research (Verlin-

ghieri & Schwanen, 2020). I shed light on the understudied intersection of uneven mo-

bilities to school and cycling activism through a mobility justice lens. A segregated 

school landscape and unequal mobility capital in Barcelona were shown to affect the 

cycling movement (Gomà Garcia & Muñoz Aranda, 2018; Scandurra et al., 2022).  

The framework of mobility justice encourages critical analyses and identification of the 

root causes of inequities (Bierbaum et al., 2021). Through this critical lens, uneven 

patterns of inclusion were identified in line with previous literature that demonstrated 

how parts of the population were excluded from claiming space in the neighborhood, 

which was intensified through gentrification (Agyeman & Doran, 2021; Fraser, 2004; 

Stehlin, 2019). As Golub et al. (2016) demonstrated in their volume with different case 

studies, people from different socioeconomic status, racialization experiences, and mi-

gration biographies do not have equitable access to active mobility possibilities and 

political representation. Privileges and injustices regarding housing, work, education, 

and school choice shape unequal mobility patterns. The classist and racist structures 

nowadays are historically rooted in capitalism and colonialism (Sheller, 2018a), but 

these origins were beyond the scope of the conducted interviews. 

This study showed that those patterns of inclusion and exclusion found elsewhere are 

also present in activism around children’s mobility to school. Cycling movements rein-

force existing inequalities, as shown similarly in Bogotá and San Francisco 

(Castañeda, 2020; Stehlin, 2015). Like in Bogotá, people need the means to join: 
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“bicycle, leisure time, an able body, confidence and competence riding in a group, and 

the capacity to reach the meeting points” (Castañeda, 2020, p. 73). Activists there were 

mostly male, young adults, differently from the Bicibús in Barcelona. Similarly, Stehlin 

(2019) showed that low-income populations were excluded from cycling advocacy and 

emphasized housing struggles and gentrification. However, he delved more into the 

capitalist investments and growth paradigm underlying those processes. Setting white 

middle-class people as the norm, cycling advocates limit the ability to create conditions 

that enhance biking for all (Golub et al., 2016). Bicibús also operates mostly in advan-

taged, wealthier areas of the city, as demonstrated in different contexts in a global 

literature review on bicycle-related benefits (Cunha & Silva, 2022). Scholars have ar-

gued that cycling advocates need to acknowledge structural racism and classism 

(Stehlin & Tarr, 2017), and stand up for a just city (Leyendecker & Cox, 2022). Other-

wise, activists risk to be performative rather than transformative (Stehlin & Tarr, 2017).  

The findings concurred with barriers to cycling and to active mobility to school from 

previous studies. Vietinghoff (2021) identified financial precarity, lack of accessible in-

formation, spatial inequalities and racism as barriers for disadvantaged groups in Gre-

noble, which also apply to Barcelona. She highlighted how intersectional cycling pro-

motion “cannot be separated from the broader context of social exclusion (Vietinghoff, 

2021, p. 5). Further, I replicated (i.e. time, distance, environment, confidence) and ex-

panded previous findings (i.e. social integration, emotional capacities) about barriers 

to active mobility to school (Aranda-Balboa et al., 2020; Rutberg & Lindqvist, 2019). As 

indicated by the results in Barcelona, social mechanisms and fun are crucial for cycling 

promotion (Barajas, 2020; Perchoux et al., 2017; Silonsaari et al., 2022). Community 

and social rides encourage people to take up cycling, while feeling protected through 

the group. Through this, Bicibús initiatives create social change. 

This form of grassroot cycling protest can be transformative. The Bicibús has the po-

tential to gather families towards a “vélotopia where ‘everyone’ can participate” 

(Castañeda, 2020, p. 73) because it provides a “critical form of human infrastructure” 

(Barajas, 2020, p. 1266). This can supplement physical infrastructure which often lacks 

in historically marginalized communities (Anaya-Boig et al., 2022; Barajas, 2020). 

Unique about the Bicibús initiatives is that velomobilities of care are combined with a 

political claim to take the streets and visibilize those (Ravensbergen, Buliung, & Sersli, 
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2020). Other movements can learn from this strength. Through this, it closes societal 

gender gaps (of cycling and care mobilities) within its movement. The gender balance 

was unexpected since female cyclists across all ages are a minority in low-cycling cit-

ies (Goel et al., 2022). This demonstrates promisingly that social inequities can be 

countered within the movement. This would allow it to be a transformative “niche” (Wul-

lenkord & Hamann, 2021, p. 4). Niches describe micro-scale groups in which socio-

ecological changes occur fast and in the first place, which then influence bigger scales 

(Wullenkord & Hamann, 2021). First, more just social relations can be lived within 

them. Second, niches might set the creation of more sustainable and inclusive mobility 

systems in motion that benefit all. To really be inclusive and mobilize its transformative 

potential, the initiatives should pay more attention to the shortfalls of reproducing ex-

clusion of low-income and racialized families. For this purpose, I propose recommen-

dations based on my findings to achieve more just cycling activism. 

4.1  Recommendations 

Classist and racist injustices are embedded in a broader capitalist system (especially 

housing and work), in which wage labor limits the time that is available for family and 

community activities. Nevertheless, Bicibús activists can counter these injustices within 

their sphere of influence. Thus, recommendations focus on the tangible local Bicibús 

and school level and do not target the systemic level, e.g., reduction of working hours, 

school admission reforms targeting segregation (Holloway & Pimlott-Wilson, 2014). 

This should not underplay the importance of addressing the root causes of inequities 

(Bierbaum et al., 2021; Sheller, 2018b). The recommendations come from realities sit-

uated in Barcelona but are potentially useful for cycling protest in other geographies 

as well. For example, bike bus activists in the US are aware that they also exist mostly 

in white and wealthy neighborhoods (Surico, 2023). 

First, the Bicibús movement should raise awareness for injustices and create alliances 

with anti-racist and anti-eviction movements (Kotsila et al., 2023; Stehlin, 2019). This 

means to initiate a learning and reflection process within the movement and address 

urban injustices jointly. Second, there is a need to make participation easier and more 

feasible for families in more difficult circumstances. Support systems can make the 

Bicibús more accessible, e.g., a) second-hand exchange of material, b) free mainte-

nance opportunities, and c) coordination and authorization to allow children 
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autonomous participation under another caregiver’s supervision, even though the 

shared experience of children and their caregivers should not be diminished (e.g., 

through better reconciliation of work and family life). Third, activists should facilitate the 

creation of mutual support groups for underrepresented groups (Edwards, 2022). In-

spiration can be taken from the Hijabi riders group (https://womenonwheels.org.uk) in 

Glasgow. The Bicibús movement can learn from a recent guide that provides concrete 

recommendations, like lending bikes, promotion for diversity, diverse imaginary and 

personal introductions at the meeting point (CycleSisters, 2023). Fourth, new routes 

should be established in schools and neighborhoods with high percentage of under-

privileged population groups and prioritize maximum complexity schools (Pereira et al., 

2016). When needed, public institutions should support the creation (Larouche & Men-

doza, 2018; Xarxa de Bicibús, 2022). Lastly, the use of school communication chan-

nels and teacher involvement would ensure that information reaches all families. Inte-

grating sustainable mobility in curricula and school activities (e.g., cycling class) com-

pensates different family contexts because it allows all children to learn basic skills and 

experience cycling benefits, independently of parents’ material, financial, time capaci-

ties, and skills. Parents expressed that wish (but without institutionalizing the grassroot 

movement), because it would make cycling less exclusive, support the movement, and 

decrease the barriers to active mobility to school. 

4.2  Limitations and further research  

This study is subject to limitations, such as the general constraints of interviews, e.g., 

social desirable answers (Bergen & Labonté, 2020). Additionally, the sample fell short 

in integrating Black interviewees and non-binary gender identities. This would account 

for their individual realities and potential experienced forms of discrimination. Further, 

interviewing caregivers who participate on foot in the Bicibús would allow to understand 

the motives for this demanding form of participation. Further research should collect 

representative quantitative data for the Bicibús. Besides disaggregated data for racial-

ization, migration biographies, and socioeconomic status, the survey should include 

participants’ political orientation. Studies should accompany setting up new routes in 

marginalized schools with a participatory empowering approach, which is sensible for 

the power relations in place. 

https://womenonwheels.org.uk/
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4.3  Conclusions 

Interviews with 22 parents of primary school students disclosed the limitations to inte-

grate low-income and racialized families in the Bicibús initiatives in Barcelona. The 

movement reflects and reproduces social injustices of school selection and neighbor-

hood gentrification. The initiatives do not serve any school with highly marginalized 

population. Barriers to participation were named that hinder low-income and less-inte-

grated people more strongly: work obligations, materials, confidence and physical abil-

ities, social integration, and logistics. While the core of the movement is activism, fun 

further attracted non-activist families. Recommendations are given to overcome the 

reproduction of racist and classist inequalities on a local level: Raising awareness, 

creating support structures, and involving schools (especially maximum complexity 

schools). This analysis contributes to a deeper intersectional understanding of chil-

dren’s unequal active mobility opportunities. It demonstrates that grassroots cycling 

activism is not exempt from social injustices and can unintendedly reproduce them. 

Paying attention to this is necessary to identify and overcome barriers and exclusionary 

patterns. Subsequently, the movement can unfold its potential to create more just and 

sustainable mobilities, while politicizing routine micro-mobilities of care. Experiencing 

a Bicibús is a glimpse of what another city - more sustainable, safer, healthier, and 

enjoyable - could look like. Activists need to gear up and pave the way, so that all 

families have the opportunity to participate in these cycling protests. 
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