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This paper presents a case study of the use 
of San Francisco bike lanes with a special 
focus on women and gender. Bike counts 
and intercept surveys of cyclists at three 
locations in San Francisco’s SoMa District  
are complemented by focus groups with 
cyclists, particularly women cyclists,  
and brief interviews with non-cyclists. 
Consistent with other US studies, we find 
that white men are disproportionately 
represented among the cyclists we observed, 
that women bike less and are more likely to 
bike for non-work purposes than men, and 
that fear of injuries and bike theft are major 
deterrents to cycling. However, people of 
all income groups were found to be cyclists. 
Under-representation of women, Asians  
and Hispanics is in part a result of cultural 
and social factors and not just a matter of 
travel conditions. Overcoming gender and 
ethnic/racial biases will require investment  
in partnerships with the communities  
of concern to complement investments  
in protected bike lanes and secure parking.
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Cities across the globe are seeking ways to improve their 

transportation systems in ways that support a strong 

economy, a healthy environment, and social equity. Bicy-

cling is a mode of transportation that offers benefits on all 

three dimensions. Cycling infrastructure costs are modest 

and the cost of a bicycle is relatively low. A large portion 

of the population can afford a bike and is capable of using 

one. Riding a bicycle is a way to build exercise into daily 

life. Lifecycle environmental costs are minimal, especially 

when compared to those of motorized transport. In many 

cities, cycling is as fast as motorized transport, and many 

trips are within an easy half hour ride by bike. Yet cycling 

remains a small portion of overall travel in most cities; its 

growth is deterred by heavy traffic, lack of safe routes and 

secure bike parking, and rider fear of crashes. 

The C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group (C40) aims to 

enable cities to develop and implement policies and pro-

grams that generate measurable reductions in green-

house gas emissions and climate risks. C40 is committed 

to ensuring that cities take direct actions within their city 

limits to contribute to keeping the world within 1.5ºC of 

warming compared with pre-industrial temperatures. 

In support of this mission and to accelerate city achieve-

ments, C40 has launched programs that articulate the be-

nefits of climate action and support cities in quantifying 

and communicating those benefits.

In the transport field, C40 cities are committed to streets 

that are safe and accessible for everyone, and envision a 

future where most trips are made by walking, cycling, and 

shared transport. Because walking and cycling are (near) 

zero emission modes of travel, they are especially impor-

tant strategies for climate action, and they have important 

co-benefits including better user health, reduced air and 

noise pollution, and greater affordability and inclusion. 

INTRODUCTION – OVERVIEW–
BECAUSE WALKING AND CYCLING 
ARE (NEAR) ZERO EMISSION 
MODES OF TRAVEL, THEY 
ARE ESPECIALLY IMPORTANT 
STRATEGIES FOR CLIMATE ACTION, 
AND THEY HAVE IMPORTANT  
CO-BENEFITS INCLUDING BETTER 
USER HEALTH, REDUCED AIR AND 
NOISE POLLUTION, AND GREATER 
AFFORDABILITY AND INCLUSION

“
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The City and County of San Francisco is a member of the 

C40 group and its Department of the Environment (SF 

Environment) is partnering with the  C40 Cities Climate 

Leadership Group to conduct a case study as part of C40’s 

Women4Climate  initiative. The C40 Women4Climate 

initiative strives to empower and inspire the next gene-

ration of climate leaders, drive climate action, and raise 

awareness through research on gender, cities, and climate 

change to highlight the pivotal role women play in cham-

pioning climate policies. More than that, the Women4Cli-

mate campaign strives to understand how climate action 

itself must be re-thought to account for gender and wider 

issues of inclusivity. The San Francisco case study is one of 

a number of such studies commissioned by the C40 Cities 

Network, led by Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo. The overall 

project is being coordinated by an academic team at Uni-

versity College London (UCL).

This paper is the result of a partnership between UC Ber-

keley faculty and students and the staff at the San Francis-

co Department of Environment, with funding for the UC 

team members provided by C40. The paper examines the 

use of bike lanes in the South of Market (SoMa) district of 

San Francisco. San Francisco has been working to increase 

its bike mode share by investing in bike lanes and parking 

and supporting bike sharing services. The bike mode share 

has indeed grown, but one concern is that cyclists are dis-

proportionately men. We therefore undertook this study 

not only to understand how the SoMa bike lanes are being 

used but to investigate women’s perspectives on bike la-

nes and cycling in general, with the objective of identifying 

ways to increase women’s engagement in cycling.

The study also examines issues of race, ethnicity and af-

fordability associated with bicycling as there are indica-

tions that here too there are gaps, and it is the city’s intent 

to promote bicycling as a transportation option available 

to the entire community. 

To investigate these issues, the study team carried out 

counts of the bikes using the South of Market (SoMa) bike 

lanes and used intercept surveys to document cyclists’ 

frequency of use, trip purposes, approximate trip lengths, 

residence, gender, race/ethnicity, income level, and age. 

We held a series of focus groups to explore cycling and the 

role of bike lanes in more detail. We also carried out an 

intercept survey of pedestrians in the SoMa area to gain 

additional insights into non-cyclists’ views on cycling. All 

field work was carried out in June 2018 during daytime 

hours midweek. During this period the weather was mild 

and there were no unusual traffic incidents, although as is 

typical in the city, sports events, construction and emer-

gency services did on occasion affect traffic flows.

THE BIKE MODE SHARE HAS 
INDEED GROWN, BUT ONE 
CONCERN IS THAT CYCLISTS  
ARE DISPROPORTIONATELY MEN. 
WE THEREFORE UNDERTOOK THIS 
STUDY NOT ONLY TO UNDERSTAND 
HOW THE SOMA BIKE LANES ARE 
BEING USED BUT TO INVESTIGATE 
WOMEN’S PERSPECTIVES ON  
BIKE LANES AND CYCLING IN 
GENERAL, WITH THE OBJECTIVE  
OF IDENTIFYING WAYS  
TO INCREASE WOMEN’S  
ENGAGEMENT IN CYCLING

“

UC team members took the lead on the design of the 

surveys and focus groups and also led the field work and 

focus group sessions and interviews. SF Environment 

proposed locations for data collection along the bike la-

nes, helped carry out the intercept surveys, and handled 

arrangements and note-taking for the focus groups. The 

work complements and adds detail to a previous study 

examining the climate action benefits of bike lanes as well 

as other health, safety, economic and environmental be-

nefits (Arup, 2017.) 
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Cycling has been widely promoted as a low carbon, low 

environmental impact transport mode. It is a mode of tra-

vel that is potentially accessible to a wide range of users 

because of its affordability and relative ease of use for 

much of the population. Cycling has positive health be-

nefits for users, so long as the cycling environment is safe 

(Pucher et al., 2010; Pucher and Buehler, 2010; Pucher 

and Buehler, 2016.) Cycling also can be an efficient trans-

port mode in urban environments; it requires only modest 

investments in infrastructure compared to those of other 

modes, and speeds are sometimes competitive with those 

by auto, especially when traffic congestion is present (Dill 

et al., 2003). Cycling thus can contribute to efforts to com-

bat global warming while also producing a broad range of 

social, economic and environmental benefits. 

Cycling rates as high as 30-50% have been reported for ci-

ties in the Netherlands and Denmark (Pucher and Buehler, 

2008.) In the US, however, despite a reported 60% increase 

in cycling to work over the past decade, cycling rates re-

main low. The US Census, which reports mode share for 

the journey to work, shows that the Western US has the 

highest rate of bike commuting, at 1.1%; the South has the 

lowest rate at 0.3% (McKensie, 2014.) However, there is 

considerable variation among cities. College towns Davis, 

CA, Berkeley, CA and Boulder, CO, and Cambridge, MA re-

ported bike mode shares for commuting of 16.6%, 9%, 9%, 

and 7%, respectively (LAB, 2017). Among larger US cities, 

Portland, OR’s bike commute share is estimated at 6.3%; 

Washington, DC’s is 4.6%(US Census, 2016; LAB, 2017).

As the data on commute mode shares indicate, many stu-

dies of cycling focus solely on the journey to work, even 

though work trips are a small portion of total daily travel. 

In the US, for example, home-to-work trips account for 

about 16% of total trips and 27% of distance travelled. 

However, work trips are linked to many other trips made 

on the way to or from work or during the workday, so that 

BACKGROUND 
ON 
CYCLING––

1.1% 
THE WESTERN US HAS  
THE HIGHEST RATE OF BIKE 
COMMUTING
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the choice of mode to work can shape how other trips are 

made as well. In addition, because most work trips oc-

cur during peak periods, they are a major contributor to 

congestion (McKucken and Srinivasan, 2003). Thus, des-

pite its declining share of travel, the trip to work remains 

an important economic, social and environmental issue 

and appropriate focus for investigation. 

Nevertheless, the majority of trips are made for shop-

ping, personal and work-related business, eating out, and 

family and personal errands, and many of these trips are 

under 5 miles long – distances that most cyclists, traveling 

10-14 mph, can cover in 20-30 minutes or less. In addition, 

non-work trips are a large share of travel of women, re-

tirees, and those who are unemployed. Regional and local 

travel surveys do collect data on all types of trips, but for 

modes that are a small portion of the total, as is the case 

with cycling, a random sample typically produces too few 

data points to be usable for deeper categorical analyses. 

Special studies are often needed.

The physical conditions under which bike trips are made 

influence the rate of cycling observed in cities around 

the world. Harsh weather and difficult topography deter 

some riders but not others, and relatively high ridership 

can be found in snowy, rainy, and hilly cities (Buehler and 

Pucher, 2012.) Cycling is aided by proactive investments 

in bike infrastructure (Dill and Carr, 2003, Buehler and 

Pucher, 2012) and traffic-calmed streets (Pucher and Di-

jkstra, 2000.) Deterrents to cycling include heavy and fast 

traffic (Akar et al., 2013; Mitra and Nash, 2016), narrow 

roads (Ward, 2008) and aggressive drivers (Garrard et al., 

2012; Sanders, 2015.) Policies ranging from the provision 

of bike parking to employer dress codes can support or de-

ter cycling (Shephard, 2008.)

Social and cultural factors also affect cycling. Early ex-

perience appears to be a factor in willingness to cycle, as 

cycling as a youth has been found to be positively asso-

ciated with cycling as an adult (Emond et al., 2006.) In the 

US, Canada, and Australia, women are considerably less 

likely to cycle than are men (Mitra et al., 2018.) Overall, 

the US rate of bicycle commuting for men averages 0.8% 

while for women the rate is less than half that, at 0.3% 

(US Census, 2014). Gender roles have been implicated in 

this gap, including women facing a larger number of per-

sonal, work-based, and household-based constraints on 

time (McGuckin and Nakamoto, 2005.) Women have also 

been found to be more risk-averse than men (Damant-Si-

rois and El-Geneidy, 2015) and less confident about their 

abilities to accurately assess traffic conditions (Bernhoft 

and Carstensen, 2008), factors that work against cycling. 

Some studies have found that men are less concerned 

about safety than are women (Krizek et al., 2005), espe-

cially older women (Bernhoft and Carstensen, 2008.), 

Studies further have found that women cyclists have si-

gnificantly more positive associations with protected la-

nes with some physical separation from traffic than men 

do (Dill and McNeil, 2013), and prefer off-road bicycle 

paths (Garrard et al., 2008, Baker, 2009.) Other studies 

conclude that both men and women have a strong prefe-

rence for protected bike lanes as well as personal safety 

concerns about cycling (Heesch et al., 2012.) 

It is notable that the gender gap in cycling is not universal 

– in such countries as Denmark, the Netherlands, and (in-

creasingly) Germany, Sweden, and Belgium, men and wo-

men cycle at roughly the same rates (Pucher and Buehler, 

2008.) More compact cities and more extensive bike lane 

networks are clearly a factor in these differences, sugges-

ting that barriers to cycling may be susceptible to reduc-

tion through mixed-use development and the creation 

of protected bikeways and safer streets (Saelens et al., 

2003.) On the other hand, at least in the US, there also are 

ethnic and racial gaps in bicycle use, with African Ameri-

cans and people of Asian and Hispanic descent cycling 

50-70% less than white Americans (Pucher et al., 2011). 

THE MAJORITY OF TRIPS ARE MADE 
FOR SHOPPING, PERSONAL AND 
WORK-RELATED BUSINESS, EATING 
OUT, AND FAMILY AND PERSONAL 
ERRANDS, AND MANY OF THESE 
TRIPS ARE UNDER 5 MILES LONG – 
DISTANCES THAT MOST CYCLISTS, 
TRAVELING 10-14 MPH, CAN COVER 
IN 20-30 MINUTES OR LESS

0.3%  
THE US RATE OF BICYCLE 
COMMUTING FOR WOMEN IS LESS 
THAN HALF THE MEN’S

“
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Such findings suggest that in addition to the built environ-

ment, cultural factors deserve a closer look. In this regard 

Jensen notes that there are local mobility cultures that in-

fluence choices and Bonham and Wilson (2012) point out 

that decisions to cycle are made as part of a “repertoire 

of mobility practices” that include building social rela-

tionships as well as serving utilitarian purposes. Steinbach 

et al. (2011) show that such cultural practices vary across 

gender, income and ethnic groups, where cycling carries 

different symbolic meanings. This suggests that interven-

tions to encourage cycling need to respond to social and 

cultural concerns in addition to infrastructure. 
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The City and County of San Francisco is located northern 

California, encompassing the tip of the San Francisco Pe-

ninsula between the Pacific Ocean and the San Francisco 

Bay as well as Treasure Island. In 2017 the population 

was estimated at 884,363, up from about 806 thousand 

in the 2010 Census. With a land area of about 47 sq. mi. 

(121.5 sq. km.), the city is the second densest in the US, 

behind New York. The population is racially and ethnically 

diverse, with about 40% white, 36% Asian, 15% Hispanic 

or Latino, 5% black, 4% mixed, and 1% Native American, 

Hawaiian, or Pacific Islander. About 35% of the population 

is foreign born and in 44% of San Francisco households, a 

language other than English is spoken at home. Forty-nine 

percent of the population is female, 13.4% are under 18 

years of age, and 15.4 percent are 65 or over (US Census, 

2017).

San Francisco is part of the nine-county San Francisco 

Bay Area, a multinucleated region of 7.7 million people. 

The metropolitan area also encompasses the cities of San 

Jose (1.035 million people) and Oakland (pop. 425,000) 

as well as numerous smaller cities and towns interlaced 

with farms, ranches, orchards and vineyards. Increasingly, 

economic activity is further linked across a megaregion of 

some 14 million people, 21 counties and 164 cities, exten-

ding east to Sacramento and the northern San Joaquin 

valley and south into the Monterey Bay Area. Within 

CASE 
STUDY 

BACKGROUND
–

–
BIKE LANES IN  
SAN FRANCISCO’S  
SOMA DISTRICT
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With many trips in the city under 4 miles in length, bicy-

cling would seem to be a suitable travel mode for many, 

and SFMTA’s automated counting stations recorded in ex-

cess of 44,000 bikes/average weekday in 2016. However, 

bicycles currently account for only 4% of the commute 

trips and 2% of trips for all purposes in San Francisco. The 

mode share varies with land use and topography; mode 

shares of 9-10% are reported for areas of the city that 

are higher density and less hilly. Improved bike facilities 

also have boosted bike counts; for example, the addition 

of bike sharing stations has been accompanied by nearby 

bike count increases of as much as 10% (SFMTA, 2018.)

Bike safety is a concern. According to one source, the 

most common types of bike crashes are falls due to poor 

pavement conditions, getting doored, sideswiped or pu-

shed off the road, getting hit at a driveway or side street 

intersection, and motor vehicle failure to yield (Bay Area 

Bicycle Law, 2016.) Between two and seven cyclist fatali-

ties have occurred each year for the past decade (SFMTA, 

2016), with many more injuries. In response, in addition 

to repairing and cleaning pavements, the city has been in-

vesting in improved bike facilities and safer street designs 

these larger conurbations, San Francisco is a major com-

mercial, financial, and cultural center, leading the region 

in both high-income and low-income jobs. The Bay Area’s 

Metropolitan Transportation Commission estimates that 

there were nearly 670 thousand jobs in San Francisco in 

2015 (MTC, 2018), swelling the daytime population to 

over a million people. About half of the city’s jobs are filled 

by commuters from other counties to the South, East, and 

North; in turn, over a fifth of San Francisco’s employed re-

sidents commute to another county. 

While the city is one of the most prosperous in the world, 

with a median household income of almost $88,000 and 

per capita income averaging nearly $56,000, over 10% of 

the population is in poverty. Jobs-housing imbalance and 

housing affordability are serious problems in San Francis-

co. Transportation is also a problem for many. Automobile 

users are often stuck in traffic, and transit riders often find 

themselves packed into overcrowded vehicles. But walk-

ing, biking and transit account for over half of all trips in 

the city, and about a third of the city’s residents do wit-

hout a car (US Census, ACS). Likewise, many commuters 

to the city come by rail, bus, ferry, or carpool. 
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with lower speeds as part of its VisionZero plan. Bikeway 

improvements are a major element of the plan. In 2016, 

the city had a bike network covering over 400 of its 1000 

miles of streets and highways, but about half of the bike 

network shared right of way with motor vehicles and only 

13 miles of the bike network were protected bikeways 

(SFMTA, 2017.) Efforts to increase the number of pro-

tected bike lanes are underway, although the changes 

frequently controversial, since bike lanes sometimes com-

pete for limited road space with bus stops, car parking, and 

delivery vehicle and ride-match loading and unloading. 

The South of Market (SoMa) district has been the recipient 

of a number of bike lane improvements, including the re-

cent installation of new bike facilities along busy Market 

and Folsom Streets. The area, formerly a warehouse and 

light manufacturing zone, has been in transition over the 

past several decades. Many of the warehouses have been 

converted to clubs, bars, live-work studios, and lofts, as 

well as offices for the burgeoning tech industry. Affor-

dable housing occupies some of the district. New projects 

have included museums and cultural centers, ATT Park 

(home of the SF Giants), as well as new office and housing 

towers, big box retail, hotels and restaurants.  SoMa is also 

a major regional and city transit hub, served by BART, Cal-

train, Muni Metro and numerous bus lines. 

Today the mixed use, mixed income district has tens of 

thousands of jobs and residents – the exact numbers and 

demographics depend on which neighborhood boundaries 

are used. For example, in SoMa zip code 94103, the 2016 

population was about 25,000, 41% of whom were female, 

and median household income was about $48,000. In the 

eastward-adjacent zip code 94107 – which also juts south 

from the area – the 2016 population was almost 30,000, 

with females constituting 48% of that total, and the me-

dian household income was $135,000. Zip code 94105, 

between 94107 and the Bay, had a population under 

7,000, of whom 45% were female, and a median household 

income of $203,000 (City-Data.com, June 2018.) The area 

also has a number of major streets with heavy traffic and 

high crash rates, and many residents and workers see 

bike lane improvements as a necessary step in improving 

safety and supporting the city’s goals of greenhouse gas 

reduction and zero traffic deaths.

1
How many people are using the SoMa 
bike lanes? What are their socioecono-
mic and demographic characteristics 
and how does this compare with the 
city and district?

2
What modal alternatives would be 
available to cyclists using the SoMa 
bike lanes? What are the implications 
for traffic congestion, transit crow-
ding, and greenhouse gas emissions?

3
How important are the bike lanes to 
cyclists’ decisions to bike rather than 
use another mode? Does this vary with 
gender, age, race/ethnicity, or other 
demographics?

4
What concerns do travelers have about 
cycling and bike lanes? Does this vary 
with gender, age, race/ethnicity, or 
other demographics?

5
What other steps could be taken to en-
courage cycling, especially by underre-
presented groups?

Among the questions we sought to answer, using the 

SoMa bike lanes as the focal point for the investigation, 

are the following:
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RESEARCH
APPROACH

We drafted surveys and interview guides, designed a re-

search protocol, and obtained the review and approval of 

UC Berkeley’s Committee for the Protection of Human 

Subjects. The study design included two surveys: a brief 

intercept survey to collect information on SoMa bike lane 

users and their bike trips, and a lengthier survey for admi-

nistration to focus group participants. The study design also 

included a set of questions on cycling for pedestrians in the 

SoMa area and an open-ended focus group interview guide. 

The cyclist intercept survey included questions about the 

cyclist’s current trip purpose (work, school, shop, social/

recreational, tourism, exercise, other), trip origin (street/

cross street or well-known site, city, zip code) and trip des-

tination as well as frequency of cycling (daily, a few times 

a week, a few times a month, once a month or less) and 

frequency of use of the SoMa bike lanes. Five sociodemo-

graphic questions also were asked: gender, age, home zip 

code, income (by income range) and race/ethnicity. No in-

formation that would allow an individual to be identified 

was included in the survey. 

STUDY DESIGN AND HUMAN 
SUBJECTS REVIEW BOARD 
APPROVAL

–

1

We used a combination of bike counts, surveys and 
focus groups to investigate the use of bike lanes in 
the SoMa district of San Francisco, with particular 
attention to gender, race and ethnicity, and income 
as well as mobility issues. The work was carried out as 
follows.
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The purpose of the focus groups was to investigate atti-

tudes toward cycling, flag barriers to cycling, assess the 

importance of bike lanes in shaping attitudes and beha-

viors, and identify ways to overcome or reduce barriers 

to cycling. The sessions were designed to begin with a 

survey (10 min.) and proceed with a discussion (50 min.) 

The survey aimed to gather more extensive data than 

could be collected during an intercept survey. It drew 

questions from a 2016 nationwide bike survey (Corona 

Insights, 2016; Forsyth et al. 2011), with modifications 

and additional questions to better match the needs of this 

study. The questions covered sociodemographic data and 

information on bike use, and also inquired about attitudes 

toward cycling and concerns about cycling. The discus-

sion guide outlined questions and probes on cycling fre-

quency, frequency of other modes used, bicycle network 

issues, percent of time bike lanes are used when available 

and route choices where bike lanes are not available, 

health and safety concerns, as well as factors that have in-

fluenced the participant’s decision to cycle, and potential 

barriers to bike use, We drew from the literature in selec-

ting these topics for discussion (see, e.g., Garrard, 2003; 

Handy and Xing, 2011, Pucher and Buehler,2010, Pucher 

et al., 2011, Garrard et al., 2012.) 

The focus group recruitment strategy included inviting in-

tercept survey participants to come to a focus group mee-

ting and sending out an invitation to participate in focus 

groups to several community groups. In the recruitment 

process the study team purposely oversampled women 

and made an effort to recruit focus group participants of 

diverse racial, ethnic, and economic backgrounds. Finally, 

because the views of those who are not regular cyclists 

in the city were also sought, an additional recruitment 

strategy involved intercepting pedestrians and inviting 

their participation. 

THE CYCLIST INTERCEPT SURVEY 
INCLUDED QUESTIONS ABOUT 
THE CYCLIST’S CURRENT TRIP 
PURPOSE (WORK, SCHOOL, SHOP, 
SOCIAL/RECREATIONAL, TOURISM, 
EXERCISE, OTHER), TRIP ORIGIN 
(STREET/CROSS STREET OR WELL-
KNOWN SITE, CITY, ZIP CODE)  
AND TRIP DESTINATION AS WELL 
AS FREQUENCY OF CYCLING 
(DAILY, A FEW TIMES A WEEK,  
A FEW TIMES A MONTH, ONCE A 
MONTH OR LESS) AND FREQUENCY 
OF USE OF THE SOMA BIKE LANES

“
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Staff at San Francisco Dept. of Environment, in consul-

tation with city bike experts, recommended several sites 

along SoMa bike lanes as potential locations for intercept 

surveys and bike counts. During the first week of June 

2018, UC Berkeley researchers visited five candidate 

bike lanes in the SoMa district of San Francisco, 4th and 

Townsend, 5th and Folsom, 8th and Howard, 11th and 

Howard, and 8th and Folsom, in order to assess the sites’ 

suitability for the bike counts and cyclist intercept surveys. 

The intent was to locate sites where it would be possible 

to safely intercept cyclists while they were stopped either 

at traffic lights or at bike parking locations. In assessing 

the candidate sites for the intercepts, the research team 

noted bike lane design and usage, adjacent traffic volumes 

and speeds, the share of buses and trucks, pedestrian vo-

lumes, area land uses, the level and types of commercial 

and retail activity along the street, and auto-oriented uses 

such as gas stations and car repair, driveways, and parking 

lots. Local construction was also noted. 

The researchers also used the initial reconnaissance as 

a pretest for the field work portions of the study design. 

Team members carried out baseline counts of cyclists 

at key locations along each street, pretested the inter-

cept survey, and invited cyclists and pedestrians to focus 

groups. No problems were encountered with the field 

work procedures and the initial data checks indicated that 

respondents completed the full survey and had no appa-

rent difficulty with any of the questions. 

Based on the reconnaissance, the 4th and Townsend, 5th 

and Folsom, and 8th and Howard sites were selected for 

the intercept surveys. The 4th and Townsend location is 

close to the Caltrain commuter rail station linking San 

Francisco, residential communities in San Mateo Coun-

ties, and Silicon Valley and is a magnet for commuter trips 

in both directions. While construction in the area has left 

the bike lane ill-defined, there is a bike parking station 

as well as considerable pedestrian and transit activity in 

the area. The 5th and Folsom bike lane is located along a 

heavily used commuter route with transit, trucks, and fire-

trucks in the mix. The protected bike lane attracts nume-

rous cyclists, and the area also has numerous pedestrians. 

The 8th and Howard bike lane is in an area with a high le-

vel of pedestrian activity around local shops, cafes, and a 

supermarket, as well as commuters. Traffic was both ligh-

ter and slower than at the other locations. 

INITIAL RECONNAISSANCE 
AND SELECTION OF 
INTERCEPT SITES

2

Surveys and bike counts were carried out at the three se-

lected sites on three consecutive weekdays (one day per 

site) June 12-14, 2018, during the hours of 8-10 am, 11 

am – 1 pm, and 3-6 pm – 7 hours per site. One member 

of the research team kept track of total bikes passing the 

intercept location while other team members intercepted 

and surveyed cyclists. The surveyor approached a stopped 

adult cyclist at random, provided a brief oral description of 

the survey, offered a one-page description of the project 

and protections for human subjects, and provided a sur-

vey on a clipboard with a pencil to those who consented 

to complete the survey. Surveyors also offered to fill out 

the cyclist’s responses if the cyclist preferred. When a 

survey was completed, the surveyor approached another 

stopped bike. Only adults age 18 or more were eligible to 

participate. 

Team members also kept track of refusals, defined as a cy-

clist who stopped or slowed and communicated with a field 

worker but did not complete a survey. (We acknowledge 

that the actual refusal rate may be higher, as some cyclists 

may have declined to slow or stop as a way of avoiding the 

survey.) The bike count and refusal rate information allow 

the calculation of a survey sampling rate.

Field workers were available to orally survey the partici-

pants in Spanish or Chinese as well as English. However, 

this option was not used by participants, most of whom 

filled out the survey themselves. The survey took approxi-

mately one minute to complete and almost all respon-

dents did so in that amount of time.

Survey data were entered into a spreadsheet and checked 

for consistency and reasonableness. A total of 433 usable 

surveys were collected, with a dozen of those surveys mis-

sing a few items. Four surveys were discarded, either too 

much data was missing or the responses were nonsensical 

(one case only.)

INTERCEPT SURVEY  
AND BIKE COUNT

3



CLOSING THE DATA GAP FOR  A CYCLING SCHEME 14

We offered the opportunity to participate in the focus 

groups to cyclists who were intercepted along the SoMa 

bike lanes, including a few who stopped for the field wor-

kers but preferred not to fill out the short survey. We also 

offered focus group participation to pedestrians in the 

same areas who engaged in a short interview and stated 

that they occasionally ride a bike. In addition, we an-

nounced the focus groups to organizations representing 

diverse communities of interest in San Francisco. Respon-

dents who affirmed that they had ridden a bicycle in San 

Francisco at least once in the previous year were eligible 

to participate. Sixty-one people volunteered for a focus 

group; due to scheduling conflicts and space limitations, 

the final number of participants was 46.

433  
USABLE SURVEYS WERE 
COLLECTED

FOCUS GROUP 
RECRUITMENT

4

The research team organized four one-hour sessions with 

8-15 participants each. The focus groups were held over 

the lunch hour or just after regular working hours (5:30 

pm) in easily accessible conference rooms in San Francis-

co. Focus group participants used first names only during 

the discussion and were asked to treat any personal infor-

mation discussed as confidential. A light meal was provi-

ded. 

At the start of each session, each participant was asked to 

sign in and was given the one-page summary of the study 

and a protections for subjects consent form for signature. 

The session participants then filled out a 20-question sur-

vey covering demographics and affiliations (9 questions), 

activity engagement (1 question), bike use (7 questions), 

other transportation use (1 question), and attitudes 

toward cycling (2 questions.). 

An open-ended conversation about cycling, structured 

around topics in the focus group interview guide, fol-

lowed. The conversations covered:

• frequency of cycling in San Francisco and elsewhere

• likes and dislikes about cycling in San Francisco 

• benefits of cycling (e.g., affordability, exercise / health 

benefits, convenience)

• social aspects of cycling (e.g., workplace attitudes/ dress 

codes; shower issues; participation/ views of friends and 

family) 

• concerns about cycling, (e.g., traffic safety, personal 

safety, bike theft concerns) 

• importance of bike lanes in cycling and views of different 

types of bike lanes

• degree of deterrent due to weather, topography, 

distance 

• perspectives on the available bike network; bike lane 

preferences 

• bike parking and storage - home and destination 

• recommendations for improving likelihood of cycling 

Each participant received a $50 gift card honorarium at 

the end of the session.

FOCUS GROUP 
SESSIONS

5
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During the initial reconnaissance on Tuesday and Wed-

nesday, June 5 and 6, 2018, 87 surveys were collected at 

4th and Townsend and 5th and Folsom. The main purpose 

of this initial data collection was to verify that the survey 

procedures were workable. No problems were encounte-

red and data checks indicated that respondents comple-

ted the full survey and had no apparent difficulty with the 

questions. 

The survey was continued in the same fashion the fol-

lowing week, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday, June 12-

14, 2018. Data were collected at each site in succession, 

for seven hours per day, during the morning peak (8-10 

am), midday (11-1 pm), and evening peak (3-6 pm) periods. 

 The survey procedure was as follows. One field worker 

kept a count of bikes using the bike lane while other field 

workers conducted the survey. Other field workers would 

approach a cyclist stopped at a light or in the process of 

bike parking or unlocking and request that they complete 

a brief, 10-question survey on cycling. The field worker 

then would either administer the survey or, if the cyclist 

requested, provide the survey on a clipboard for the cy-

clist to fill out. When a survey was completed the field, the 

field worker approached the next available cyclist. Field 

workers also kept track of refusals, defined as a cyclist 

who stopped or slowed and communicated with a field 

worker but did not complete a survey. (We acknowledge 

that the actual refusal rate may be higher, as some cyclists 

may have declined to slow or stop as a way of avoiding the 

survey.)

INTERCEPT 
SURVEYS

RESULTS–
1
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Table 1 shows the approximate number of bike trips using 

the lane during the count period, the number of surveys 

collected, the approximate refusal rate, and the estimated 

sampling rate for the survey. A 9.3% sampling rate was 

obtained. We call the counts trips rather than cyclists be-

cause we observed some cyclists using a particular lane 

more than once on the survey day. 

The bike counts are for the seven hours of observation 

and not for the full day. Within each day, counts varied 

substantially by time of day at each site, with about half 

of the bikes observed in the evening peak and about 15% 

midday. A comparison of the survey period counts to the 

initial reconnaissance counts also indicates substantial 

day-to-day variation. Counts differed week to week by 

over 50% at 4th and Townsend and 8th and Howard but 

by only about 3% at 5th and Folsom. During the survey pe-

riod the weather was mild and the major special event in 

the area that may have affected traffic and bike use was 

home games for the San Francisco Giants baseball team. 

We are unaware of other special events or unusual inter-

ruptions that might explain the high variation in observed 

bike counts. A longer count and observation period would 

likely provide insights into this, but resources were not 

available for a larger study.

BIKE COUNT AND INTERCEPT 
SURVEY FINDINGS

2
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Among the 433 respondents, 68.7% were male, 28.6% 

were female, 0.7% prefer another gender designation, 

and 1.8% did not answer. The San Francisco population, in 

comparison, is 49% female. The average age of the sample 

was 38 and the median was 35, with a range of 18 (the mi-

nimum allowed to participate in the survey) to 75. 

Table 1 SoMa Bike Count and Intercept  
Survey Data – June 2018 

Notes: bike counts 1 weekday per site, am peak, midday and pm 

peak only-7 hrs.; refusals were intercepted but did not fill out a 

survey

4TH AND TOWNSEND

269

5TH AND FOLSOM

74

8TH AND HOWARD

258

19277

Census data for household income indicates that San 

Franciscans had a median household income of about 

$88,000 in 2016. Table 2 shows the income distribution 

reported by the sample as a whole and by females. The 

median household income of the same lies in the $100-

150 thousand range, perhaps 40-50% higher for cyclists 

than for the city as a whole. Note, however, that both very 

low-income and very high-income household members 

are cycling.

Race and ethnicity of the SoMa cyclists are shown in Table 

2. Cyclists show a much higher percentage of whites than 

is present in the San Francisco population as a whole, 

about the same percentage of African-Americans, and 

considerably fewer Asians or Latinos. 

5717

18474

Total Bike count 

Intercepted

Refusals 

Surveys

1725 
37% 

1404 
30 % 

1525 
33% 



CLOSING THE DATA GAP FOR  A CYCLING SCHEME 18

251
WHITE OR CAUCASIAN ALONE
58% sample 40.5% San Francisco pupulation

4
NATIVE AMERICAN OR PACIFIC ISLANDER
0.9% sample 1.1% San Francisco population

9
OTHER
2.1% sample 0.7% San Francisco population

18
MIXED
4.2% sample 4.3% San Francisco population

6
DID NOT ANSWER 1.4% sample

34
HISPANIC OR LATINO
7.9% sample 15.2% San Francisco population

86
ASIAN OR ASIAN AMERICAN
19.9% sample 35.9% San Francisco population

26
BLACK OR AFRICAN AMERICAN ALONE
6% sample 5.5% San Francisco population

Table 2 Race / Ethnicity of SoMa Cyclists 
Source: US Census 2017 Quick Facts.  

Notes: Data combines race and ethnicity, and exceeds 100% of total.
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Table 3 Income of SoMa Cyclists

Table 4 shows the residence location of the cyclists using 

the SoMa bike lanes. Of the 430 respondents that provi-

ded this information, 14 could not be matched to an of-

ficial US Postal Service zip code to determine the city of 

residence. The remaining 416 respondents included five 

from out of state, four from other California regions, and 

two from the Bay Area megaregion outskirts. San Fran-

cisco was the residence for 58.8% of the survey respon-

58.8%  
RESIDE IN SAN FRANCISCO

dents, with 29.4% coming from San Mateo and Santa Cla-

ra Counties and 8.7% coming from the East Bay. The high 

number of out-of-town residents using these bike lanes 

reflects the fact that the SoMa bike lanes serve both the 

Caltrain station at 4th and Townsend (serving the Penin-

sula) and the BART stations located along Market Street 

(linking to the East Bay.)

0
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20

30

40

50

60

70

80

< 20k 20k
< 40k

40k
< 60k

60k
< 100k

100k
< 150k

150k
< 200k

200k
< 250k

+ 250k

48 
13%

23 

6%

19 

5%

75 

20%

79 

21%

53 

14%

44
12%

29
8%

10 
10%

4 
4%

4 
4%

27 
26%

29 
28%

12 
12%

10 
10%7 

7%

100% 
Sample
370

100% 
Women
103

Sample 

Women
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Table 4 Residence of SoMa Cyclists

Trip purpose is shown in Table 5. For this question, respon-

dents could check all trip purposes that applied to their 

cycle trip, and the 412 cyclists who answered this ques-

tion listed 523 trip purposes. Reflecting the focus on the 

morning (9-11 am) and evening (3-6 pm) peak periods in 

the study, 67% of the reported trips were to/from work 

for the sample as a whole and another 4% were to/from 

school. Respondents noted the following “other” trips: 

making deliveries (two respondents reported that this 

is their job), going to a business appointment, eating out, 

going to a medical/dental appointment, and going to a 

bank or teller machine.

NORTH BAY

OTHER SANTA CLARA CO

OTHER PENINSULA / SAN MATEO CO

REDWOOD CITY

MOUNTAIN VIEW

SAN MATEO

PALO ALTO

SAN JOSE

BERKELEY

OTHER EAST BAY

OAKLAND

SAN FRANCISCO

MEGAREGION

OTHER CA REGION

OUT OF STATE

3 0.7%

24 5.8%

29 7%

16 3.9%

10 2.4%

11 2.7%

12 2.9%

20 4.8%

10 2.4%

12 2.9%

14 3.4%

255 58.8%

2 0.5%

4 1%

5 1.2%



CLOSING THE DATA GAP FOR  A CYCLING SCHEME 21

Table 5 Trip Purpose, SoMa Cyclists

It is notable that for women, a higher proportion of trips 

were for work and a lower proportion for other purposes 

than for the sample as a whole. A closer look indicated 

that women were more likely to go to work after 10 am 

and accounted for about 40% of trips during the midday. 

Ending the survey at 6 pm may have missed after-work 

linked trips by women who started work later in the day.

Survey respondents also were asked to list the start and 

end point of the trip they were making. Based on this data, 

together with home zip code data, it appears that almost a 

quarter of the bike trips using the SoMa bike lanes started 

or ended outside of San Francisco. The cyclists entered 

the city’s bike network at the Caltrain station, the Trans-

bay Terminal, or a BART station along Market St. In a num-

ber of cases the respondent noted this explicitly; in other 

cases we inferred it from a trip end address. At least 130 

SoMa bike trips were linked to transit in this fashion.

We used the two San Francisco trip ends to calculate trip 

distances. The distances are approximate because in many 

cases a reported trip could have taken alternative routes 

to reach the destination (using several different streets in 

addition to the SoMa bike lanes) and we did not collect this 

route choice information. Instead, we used Google Maps 

bike distances and when more than one route was offered, 

took the shorter route. Based on this we estimate that the 

average bike trip length for cyclists using the SoMa bike 

lanes, not counting any cycling that was done outside of 

San Francisco, was about two miles, with a range of 0.25 

miles to about 8 miles (for a trip from Mission Bay to San 

Francisco State University.)  

WORK SCHOOL SHOP TOURISM EXERCISE OTHER

68%

75%

4% 3%

8%
6%

2% 1%

8%
6%

9%
6%

Sample 

Women
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Four focus groups were held, one in a community college 

classroom in the Bayview district and three in conference 

rooms on Market Street at the edge of the SoMa district. 

The 47 participants included 36 women; one focus group 

was women only. 

The survey administered at the start of the focus group 

provided information on participants’ socioeconomic 

characteristics as well as their travel patterns, use of bi-

cycles, and attitudes toward cycling. The average age of 

participants was 35, with women having an average age 

of 46; the overall age range was 25-74. One fifth of the 

participants lived outside of San Francisco. Particpants’ 

household size averaged 2.4 but only 11% had a child 

under 18 in the household and 32% lived alone. Eighty-

three percent were employed full time or part time, with 

6% retired and 6% unemployed and looking for work. 

Household income ranged from under $20,000 a year 

(9%) to over $250,000 (21%), with a median household 

income just over $100,000. The participants were  55% 

white, 15% black, 9% Latino, 9% Native American/Pacific 

Islander, 6% other, and 6% mixed.

All of the participants reported that they owned a bike – 

many commented that they owned several -- and all had 

cycled in San Francisco in the past year. The frequency of 

bike usage was high, with respondents reporting an ave-

rage of 166 days a year biking for transport and 53 days a 

year biking for fun. On average the participants reported 

biking for about 65 minutes a day. The only discretionary 

activities that engage participants more than cycling are 

visiting websites and social media (although participants 

reported reading almost as frequently as they cycle.)

FOCUS 
GROUP 

FINDINGS
–– –

47  
PARTICIPANTS  

36  
WOMEN
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Trip purposes for cycling included, in order of frequency, 

running errands, biking for social and recreational pur-

poses, going to and from work and school, and biking to 

public transit. Most of the respondents reported that bi-

cycling was their primary mode of travel but some of the 

women in the sample bike only for recreational purposes 

and some of the men only bike to work. Respondents also 

reported walking, using a motor vehicle, or using transit 

as their primary mode of travel for an average of 3-4 trips 

a week.

Responding to attitude questions on a 1-5 scale, where 1 

is “not at all” and 5 is “very much”, nearly all participants 

felt strongly that biking is convenient (4.57) and that they 

would like to bike more often (4.28). However, nearly all 

also reported that they worry about getting hit by a motor 

vehicle (4.13). They wear helmets to try to reduce the dan-

ger to themselves (4.28). 

Most respondents are familiar with San Francisco’s bike 

lane system (4.64) but a minority are satisfied with them 

(2.45). A slight majority reported that they feel safer than 

they did a year ago, and several added comments to the 

effect that expansion of the protected bike lane system 

was why they felt safer. A somewhat larger share said they 

would likely bike more if more lanes were physically sepa-

rated (3.87). 

Asked whether various conditions were deterrents to cy-

cling (1=yes), most felt that traffic (.79), poor road condi-

tions (.77), and hostile drivers (.60) were problematic, 

while relatively few felt that weather (.26), topography 

(.26), work or family commitments (.19), lack of a person 

to bike with (.11), trip distances (.09), or bike speeds (.02) 

were barriers. 

The women in the focus group surveys reported biking 

somewhat less than the sample as a whole, both in terms 

of days a year (158) and minutes per day (61). They were 

somewhat more likely to make trips for errands and to es-

cort children and somewhat less likely to make work trips 

by bike. 

In the discussion sessions of the focus groups, partici-

pants elaborated on their views of cycling. They like the 

convenience, speed, flexibility and freedom of cycling and 

most felt that they were traveling as fast as they would in a 

motor vehicle, or in some cases, faster. Many commented 

that driving in the city and searching for parking is stress-

ful whereas cycling seems “envigorating”, “liberating”, “al-

most meditative.” Several participants, men and women, 

commented that cycling was their primary mode of trans-

portation and several added that they did not own a car. 

Saving money on parking as well as time looking for it was 

a frequently cited reason for biking.

Women frequently mentioned that riding a bike was a 

good source of exercise and strength-building and that 

they felt safer on a bicycle than on transit or walking be-

cause they could just zoom away from a hostile situation 

or other danger. An equally important reason for many 

women was camaraderie: they cycled with friends or fa-

mily, or participated in an organization that combined 

happy hours or other get-togethers with bike rides. 

On the other hand, women also expressed stronger 

concerns about their ability to handle hills, aggressive 

drivers, potential conflicts with trucks and buses, and 

even aggressive cyclists. On the latter point, several wo-

men complained that male cyclists had refused to advise 

them on fixing a bike or had done so condescendingly; a 

MOST OF THE RESPONDENTS 
REPORTED THAT BICYCLING WAS 
THEIR PRIMARY MODE OF TRAVEL

“
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few had also had conflicts with male cyclists who wanted 

the slower woman cyclist to get out of the way. These 

concerns lead some women to ride mostly in parks and 

other recreation areas where leisurely travel is more ac-

cepted.

While both men and women ride bikes for a variety of trip 

purposes, women in the focus groups were somewhat 

less likely to ride to work. This was in contrast to the fin-

dings from the bike lane intercept surveys, where a higher 

percentage of women reported that their trip purpose 

was going to or from work. One reason that women in the 

focus group said they did not ride to work was concern 

about traffic, particularly along stretches of the journey 

where there is no protected bike lane. Some of the women 

reported that they ride mostly on weekends for recrea-

tion because they are uncomfortable riding during rush 

hours when they make many other trips.

For women who use their bikes for work, shopping and 

errands, finding the right equipment was a major issue; 

several commented that they had had to search for quite a 

while to find an appropriate bag for carrying dress clothes 

for work as well as a duffle for storing their riding clothes 

and helmet, bike seat reomoved to prevent theft, small 

tool kit, etc.

Many of the participants did not find rain to be a ma-

jor deterrent to cycling, stating that they had rain gear 

that kept them dry. On the other hand, about a third of 

the participants, men and women, said they did bike less 

in bad weather. San Francisco’s hilly terrain was seen as 

somewhat of a problem by a few of the participants, but 

others commented that they had found ways around 

the hills and could go almost anywhere in the city on the 

routes they had figured out. 

Concerning dress codes, men felt that this had become less 

of an issue than in the past “because the Bay Area ethos is 

relaxed,” as one put it. Women, however, resoundedly said 

that expectations concerning dress and appearance were 

indeed a barrier to cycling. Both dress and “helmet hair” 

were mentioned as deterrents. 

A major concern for both men and women is bike theft. 

Many of the participants had had a bike stolen, or parts 

stolen off their bikes, even though the bikes were locked 

up. Several commented that even in a private garage, 

bikes are stolen with some frequency. Most felt that there 

was little chance that a bike thief would be caught and 

prosecuted or that their bike would be recovered. Parti-

cipants prefer to bring their bikes into their homes (so-

metimes parking them in their living rooms) or into their 

offices, where this is permitted. Some reported that they 

use bike-sharing rather than their own bike when they are 
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going somewhere that lacks secure bike parking, so that 

they don’t risk losing their own bike. A common complaint 

was that there is very little signage indicating where off-

street bike parking can be found. 

Safety is another major concern. Many of the participants 

had been in a bike crash and several had received injuries 

that required months of recovery. While they resumed cy-

cling, some do less now because they are concerned about 

their physical ability to recover again should they have 

another crash. Older women were especially concerned 

about the risk of falls or collisions leading to broken bones.

Regarding bike lanes, all of the participants said they use 

them when they are available. However, most also felt 

that the many different designs that have been deployed 

in San Francisco are confusing for cyclists and drivers 

alike. The participants had mixed views about sharing a 

lane with buses or with pedestrians but disliked lanes that 

made them feel “trapped” between traffic and a fence or in 

danger of being doored by a parked car. In one focus group 

session, this led to a discussion of the need for driver edu-

cation regarding rules of the road for cyclists, the meaning 

of various bike-related pavement markings, etc. In ano-

ther session, the discussion focused on strategies cyclists 

can use to make themselves visible (or audible) to drivers 

and to avoid dangers on narrow streets and streets with 

fast traffic. Focus group participants were especially lee-

ry about Uber drivers, stating that they frequently speed, 

park in the bike lanes, and fail to yield right of way. In addi-

tion, both men and women commented that construction 

has frequently disrupted bike lanes, with little apparent 

attention to the consequences.

THE PARTICIPANTS HAD  
MIXED VIEWS ABOUT SHARING 
A LANE WITH BUSES OR WITH 
PEDESTRIANS BUT DISLIKED LANES 
THAT MADE THEM FEEL “TRAPPED” 
BETWEEN TRAFFIC AND A FENCE 
OR IN DANGER OF BEING DOORED 
BY A PARKED CAR

“

Asked what they would recommend to encourage more 

cycling in San Francisco, men tended to emphasize educa-

tion and enforcement while women tended to suggest in-

troducing women to cycling through social networks, for 

example by setting up social events at which women could 

try cycling in a relaxed environment or by creating buddy 

systems though which an experienced woman cyclist rides 

with a novice until the latter is comfortable with riding in 

traffic. Women-led bike training classes and bicycle repair 

classes were also recommended. In addition, women re-

commended more attention to culturally-specific induce-

ments for cycling, for example, working with Asian, Latina, 

and African American groups to encourage cycling. com-

menting that if people don’t see others like themselves 

cycling, they are not likely to start doing so. Both men and 

women advocated a more compete network of protected 

bike lanes.
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The initial intent of the pedestrian intercepts was to re-

cruit infrequent cyclists to the focus groups. However, as 

it became clear that the cyclists the study team was ob-

serving were largely male and predominantly white, we 

also realized that discussions with non-cyclists, however 

brief, could inject greater diversity of views into the stu-

dy. We therefore used intercepts of pedestrians to ask the 

following questions:

PEDESTRIAN 
INTERCEPTS– –

40/46  
RESPONDENTS HAD NOT RIDDEN  
A BICYCLE SINCE THEY WERE 
CHILDREN

1
Do you ever ride a bicycle in San Fran-
cisco? How about elsewhere?

2
Why do you not ride a bike in San 
Francisco?

3
Will you please state your gender, age, 
and your race or ethnicity?
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We approached 76 pedestrians in the three study areas 

where bike surveys were done and 46 of them agreed to 

discuss these questions. While this sample is small, it does 

provide insights into barriers to cycling.

The 46 pedestrians included men and women in equal 

numbers; all were in the 25-55 age range. Four preferred 

not to state their race/ ethnicity but among the other 42, 

45% were white, 20% Asian, 10% Hispanic 10% mixed, 5% 

black, 5% Pacific Islander, and 5% other. 

Of the 46 respondents, 40 had not ridden a bicycle since 

they were children and had no interest in doing so. Their 

primary reason for not wanting to cycle was overwhel-

mingly a concern about their physical abilities to do so 

safely (all of the women mentioned this and 15 of the 23 

of the men did so.) The second most common reason for 

not cycling was a concern that they needed to be imma-

culately groomed and professionally dressed at work and 

would need to shower and change to achieve this (15 of 

the men and 20 of the women). A third reason given was 

lack of time; the 13 women and 10 men who commented 

in this fashion saw cycling as slower than taking a train 

and an Uber or driving. Finally, five of the men and six of 

the women found the question ludicrous – comments in-

cluded, “You’ve got to be kidding”, “My family would kill 

me if I didn’t get run over first”, and “I leave that for youn-

ger people.” Probing, we learned that these respondents 

saw cycling as the domain of young male tech workers and 

felt that it was not a possibility, socially as well as physical-

ly, for themselves. This was especially the case for Asian 

women and Latinas.
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The findings presented in this paper show that San Fran-

cisco’s SoMa bike lanes are well utilized. But as is the case 

for bike lanes in many other cities in the US, their users 

are more likely to be male and white than the general po-

pulation. In the SoMa bike Lanes, Asians and people of 

Latino/Hispanic ancestry are significantly under-repre-

sented. Cyclists come from a range of incomes and include 

members of affluent households as well as the poor and 

they travel for a variety of trip purposes, but women make 

more off peak trips, bot for work and nonwork purposes, 

than men do.

While some use bicycles as their principal mode of travel, 

many of the users of SoMa bike lanes are linking to tran-

sit and many use transit or auto for some of their trips. 

Likewise, while some bike trips are within typical walking 

distances (under a mile), most were 2-3 miles in length 

and some were considerably longer. Some bike users do 

not own a car, but most do have a car available and use 

it sometimes. This indicates that cycling mostly serves a 

different market than walking, is a complement to transit, 

and most likely replaces a considerable number of auto 

trips that would be made if cycling were not an option. To-

gether with the bike counts, this indicates that if cyclists 

were to drive instead of ride their bikes, an entire lane of 

additional street capacity would be needed during peak 

hour just for the SoMa bike lane traffic. In addition, green-

house gases would increase substantially. Thus cyclists 

are reducing greenhouse gases and other environmen-

tal damage and forestalling worse traffic congestion and 

transit crowding than already occurs. 

DISCUSSION –

CYCLISTS WERE TO DRIVE INSTEAD 
OF RIDE THEIR BIKES, AN ENTIRE 
LANE OF ADDITIONAL STREET 
CAPACITY WOULD BE NEEDED 
DURING PEAK HOUR JUST FOR THE 
SOMA BIKE LANE TRAFFIC

“
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Bike lanes are important to cyclists’ decisions to bike 

rather than use another mode and cyclists prefer protec-

ted bike lanes, which they consider more comfortable to 

use and believe are safer than sharrows or marked but 

unprotected lanes. However, the cyclists that participated 

in this study find the wide variety of bike lane designs de-

ployed in San Francisco perplexing and frustrating and in 

their assessment, neither cyclists nor motorists are clear 

about what the rules of the road are around bike lanes of 

different types. But bike lanes are not the only issue: bike 

theft and a lack of, or poor quality, bike parking are other 

major problems. 

Gender and culture also enter into the decision on whether 

or not to bike. Social expectations about dress and groo-

ming remain issues despite the apparent “relaxed” atti-

tude in many parts of the Bay Area, and this is more so for 

women than for men. Age may be a limiting factor, since 

older people were more cautious about where and when 

to cycle if they would do so at all, and again, women are 

more concerned about age-related vulnerabilities. Gen-

der roles not only affect the types of trips that women 

make but also the amount of time they have available 

for travel and cycling. And there are hints that cycling is 

viewed by some as a young, white, largely male activity to 

the exclusion of Asian and Latinos, especially women. 

SOCIAL EXPECTATIONS ABOUT 
DRESS AND GROOMING REMAIN 
ISSUES DESPITE THE APPARENT 
“RELAXED” ATTITUDE IN MANY 
PARTS OF THE BAY AREA, AND 
THIS IS MORE SO FOR WOMEN 
THAN FOR MEN. AGE MAY BE A 
LIMITING FACTOR, SINCE OLDER 
PEOPLE WERE MORE CAUTIOUS 
ABOUT WHERE AND WHEN TO 
CYCLE IF THEY WOULD DO SO 
AT ALL, AND AGAIN, WOMEN 
ARE MORE CONCERNED ABOUT 
AGE-RELATED VULNERABILITIES. 
GENDER ROLES NOT ONLY AFFECT 
THE TYPES OF TRIPS THAT WOMEN 
MAKE BUT ALSO THE AMOUNT 
OF TIME THEY HAVE AVAILABLE 
FOR TRAVEL AND CYCLING. AND 
THERE ARE HINTS THAT CYCLING 
IS VIEWED BY SOME AS A YOUNG, 
WHITE, LARGELY MALE ACTIVITY 
TO THE EXCLUSION OF ASIAN AND 
LATINOS, ESPECIALLY WOMEN

“
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CONCLUSIONS 
AND RECOM- 
MENDATIONS–

What steps could be taken to increase participation 
of women and people of color in cycling? This study 
leads us to the following conclusions and recommen-
dations

1 MORE PROTECTED 
BIKE LANES

Continue to expand the network of 
protected bike lanes and strive for a 
standard design so that rules of the 
road are consistent and clear.

2 FORM PARTNERSHIPS 
Form partnerships with employers, 
merchants, schools, and cultural cen-
ters to improve bike parking and other 
facilities that support biking (i.e., loc-
kers, showers, changing rooms). Work 
with non-governmental organizations 
to offer assistance with bike selection, 
bike education, repair classes, and 
biking buddies/mentors for those new 
to biking.

3 EDUCATE DRIVERS ABOUT 
ROAD SHARING 

Educate drivers about rules for sharing 
the road safely, particularly for Trans-
portation Network Compagny drivers 
(such as Uber and Lyft). 

4 INVEST IN BIKE PARKING
In addition to protected bike lanes, in-
vestments in secure and clearly signed 
bike parking throughout the city would 
support cyclists and encourage more 
biking. An increase in both accessible 
public and private bike parking is nee-
ded.

5 INCREASE BICYCLE 
EDUCATION 

Increase bicycle education to target 
and provide more support for women 
and people of color. The City of San 
Francisco currently sponsors free bicy-
cle education classes and could expand 
on those offerings.

6 CHANGE THE NARRATIVE
Change the public narrative from “cy-
clists are mostly young, fit, white men” 
to “biking is for everyone” to encou-
rage women and people of color to 
bike more. Providing more diverse and 
inclusive imagery of cyclists would be a 
good start.

7 MOBILIZE COMMUNITIES
Mobilize underrepresented commu-
nities to encourage and support fuller 
participation in the city’s biking pro-
grams by the entire community.
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