
Women in Gear(s)

Bicycle Maintenance and Repair studied under the Gender Lens



Women in gear(s)

Presentation Outline

02/09/2019 2Cycling, Society and Social Justice

• Gender issues in cycling and repair

• Methodology

• Statistic overview of the bicycle repair
gender gap

• Three portraits of women and their
relation to bicycle repair and maintenance

• Conclusion



Women in gear(s)

06/02/2019 3Doctorales de l’ASRDLF

Gender issues in cycling and repair
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• Women cycle less than men

• They cycle for different purposes

• They have different risk perceptions

• They favour different infrastructure

• And this from very early on in life! 
(SAYAGH, 2018)

• How could we make cycling more 
inclusive for all genders?

Gender issues in cycling and repair
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Perceptions

Skills

Stuff

Cycling 
practices

(Spotswood et al., 2015)

An approach of cycling 
practices through their 
material aspect
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Bicycle repair as a way to understand the 
materiality of cycling practices

A key moment of the bicycle-cyclist relationship

Gender issues in cycling and repair
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“The world is involved in a continuous dying that can 
only be fended off by constant repair and 

maintenance.”
Graham et Thrift, 2007

“Broken world thinking”
Jackson, 2013
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Velonomy and empowerment: contextualising the bicycle

• Velonomy = autonomy in the use of one’s bicycle

• Illich: convivial tools - Having control on the world that 
surrounds us is only possible if we have some control on the 
tools through which we act upon this world

Gender issues in cycling and repair
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Some specificities of bicycle repair and maintenance:

• The bicycle is a very repairable object (note de l’ADEME, 2016)

• Bicycle repair and maintenance are necessary and regular

• Repair = diverse and creative tasks (DANT, 2010)

• Not normalised and standardised (yet?)

• A very changing field (e-bikes, folding bikes, cargo bikes, shared bikes...)

• Alternative models? (coops)

Gender issues in cycling and repair
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Repair and maintenance, a man’s world?

• Technical environments as very masculine 

• Women develop different strategies

• Bicycle repair: overwhelmingly masculine 
profession + very few women volunteer in 
cooperative workshops

• Emerging movements – gender-inclusive 
bike workshops and trainings...

Gender issues in cycling and repair
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Freddy Fabris, The creation of Adam
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• To what extent is the development of 
bicycle repair and maintenance skills 
gendered?

• How do these gendered practices 
contribute or hinder women’s 
velonomy?
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Methodology
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Survey collecting in 
the cities of Lyon 
(France) and 
Melbourne 
(Australia)

919 responses (468 in 
Melbourne, 451 in Lyon)

Methodology
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Interviews with 101 people, including 37 
women
• 10 female professional bicycle mechanics
• Members of organisations related to 

repair, the activity of which may have a 
gender aspect

• Female cyclists with either a very strong 
experience or very little experience in 
bicycle repair and maintenance

(responded to survey, attended bike 
maintenance workshop)
• Participant observation in both cities, as 

a woman

Methodology
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Statistic overview of the bicycle repair

gender gap
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Overview of the sample

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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Women ride less often and are less 
likely to indicate that the bicycle is 
their main mode of transportation

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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Women are less likely to 
own several/a lot of bicycles

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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• Women are less likely to 
own road or mountain 
bicycles, more likely to own 
city bicycles

• Men are way more likely to 
own less common bicycles

• Women are more likely to 
not know what type their 
bicycle is

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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• Ease with repair

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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• Ease with specific tasks

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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• Willingness to “try”

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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• Action when bicycle breaks down

• Women are more likely to seek help for bicycle repair or maintenance, either to shops or to 
friends or acquaintances (30% of them/ 7% of men). Men are more likely to look up online videos 
or tutorials, or to go to a community workshop.

Statistic overview of the bicycle repair gender gap
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Portraits of women with tools
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Susan – Pride and prejudice

• Single mother, late 30’s, owns no car

• Her dad used to repair her bicycle as a student

• Attended a workshop to learn the basics of bicycle maintenance about 2 years ago

• Lots of anxiety attached to the bicycle and to the idea of repair

Portraits of women with tools
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“…and then the big thing everyone was there for [laughs], me and my sister went, and that was 
like… Her voice changes, trying to mimick the excitement that they felt then: “HOW DO WE 
CHANGE A TYRE? HOW DO WE CHANGE A FLAT TYRE?””

“So, hum, the time that I did change the flat tyre after going to the workshop was like really exciting. But it 
also took me like [laughs] you know, over an hour, because, you know the expression “like riding a bike”? This 
wasn’t like riding a bike. It all felt strange and it felt scary because if I did something wrong it would be really 
really inconvenient for me.”

So if I had a bike problem, I would kind of wanna know exactly when it is open, and know that they 
would be happy to be repairs, even if it is like not a cool bike, or anything like that. […] It was a bit more 
for people who were into their bikes because they liked the bike, rather than it being just really 
important and really convenient.

(About a bike shop next door)



And then I know that I am continuing with doing the bike thing because I like doing it, and if I 
was someone who didn’t particularly like riding a bike, those little things would probably be 
enough to go “oh, stuff it! Can’t be bothered, I’ll take the tram”

It’s always been my bike, and if I stuff it up it’s too scary. Yeah. I’m embarrassed to admit I’ve 
only changed the tyre once, since that workshop. But I conceptually know how to do it.
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Rosa – the struggle for acceptance

• Woman in her late 20’s

• Used to volunteer at the bicycle cooperative of the university under the mentoring of a qualified 
female mechanic

• Graduated in environment sciences and was for a while “environment officer” of the university 
campus

• Politically engaged, has worked for the Greens party

• Started working as a bicycle mechanic for a big bicycle store in Melbourne a few months before 
this interview (she stopped a few months afterwards)

Portraits of women with tools
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I had this mate [C.] who said he was willing to help me out and give me a go with it. That was really the only reason 
why I could do it, there is no way I would have been able to get a job otherwise because I have no formal training, I 
have little experience except for volunteering. And yeah, there is just so little women in the industry, I just really 
doubt… Yeah, so because of sexism I just think it would have been really difficult to have gotten a job… otherwise. 
And interestingly, my colleagues, like, didn’t have any formal experience when they started and that… obviously 
hadn’t been a barrier to them thinking they could get a job

People have an assumption that I’m not gonna be able to answer their questions and things like that when they 
come into the shop, and unfortunately at the moment a lot of the time I can’t. So it’s a really tough gig to like, to 
start out as a woman if you… yeah, if you are trying to learn on the job because a lot of the based preconceptions 
about what women are like, and I feel like unfortunately I am reestablishing this bias, a little bit.

It’s more like, I mean it’s more subtle stuff. It’s more like someone comes in and they’re just 
really surprised to see I’m a mechanic, or they don’t think I’m a mechanic. And then, luckily C. 
is just so fantastic that he’ll often […] introduce me and say “and Rosa is our mechanic”.



Uhm… no, I haven’t had bad experiences with customers. I do think though, it’s a classic gendered thing 
where women are better at communication methods than men because society… makes them develop 
these skills. [...]

– Do you sometimes get positive feedback?

– Yes, I’ve had a few women say, “I really appreciate that you’re working here and it’s so good to see a 
woman as a bike mechanic”.

But there are two teams, and the shop team aren’t nearly as supportive. They’ll often make 
sexist remarks, they’ll refer to the team as “ladies” as a joke, they’ll call the guys plus me 
“ladies”, and I’m like “… is that funny? I don’t think that’s funny?”. 
There are a few things like this, they’ll be like “oh that’s so gay”, and I’ll say “you guys know I’m 
gay, why are you saying that?”. Stuff like that, you know. Pretty regularly.
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Amanda – Race and confidence

• Woman in her 50’s

• Strongly involved in a very popular cycling club in Melbourne

• Started riding as a sport when her workplace asked her to participate for a ride

• Did her first race at 40

• She set up a women’s team in the club

• Owns 5 bicycles

• She is now a mentor in riding as well as repair and maintenance skills, especially to young women

Portraits of women with tools
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And so you go in and take your bike and there is a whole lot of guidelines and they’ve got a thing that they sit the 
bike into, and line the tip of the seat up and they have a level to check that the seat is horizontal […] it was 10 to 15 
minutes out from my start time, and I’d lined up for scrutiny and they said “nah, you don’t meet the guidelines”. So 
before I start I actually had to get it all adjusted and go back and have it re-scrutinied before I could line up to start. 
That was stressful, there were tears [laughs], there were tears. But back there I had a friend who was a mechanic, a 
skilled bike mechanic and said “come on there, this is what we’ve gotta do” and I had to learn on the spot. So that 
I’d do it myself the next time.

I’m the oldest child and I lived in a farm, helping dad. Even things like, one day I walked upstairs, and dad was 
soldering a tank. I asked him what he was doing and he said “that’s a soldering iron, come over here, get the iron, 
you’re going to do some too”. That’s one of the oldest memories I have of doing something with dad, helping with 
soldering a tank

I personally prefer take the chain off and brushing it. I’m used to this, I’ve got a quick release link that’s 
easy to undo and put back together, threading it is actually not a challenge, I don’t have to do it. Some 
bike mechanics don’t recommend it because if you do mess up putting it back together you could 
actually damage, you could get some of the quick links facing each other and that could stop working so 
well… that didn’t stop me from giving it a go [laughs]



I’ll go straight and I’ll work it out myself and if I get stuck there is a few people I can call… and I was picking the 

brains of the guys at the bike shop as well. And because they’ve known me for a number of years, they know 

who I am, they talk to me in a different way to some other women I think, and I talk back rather than being 

talked to as a random female coming up the street. That’s the shop that sponsored us as well so they know I’ve 

been riding and racing for such a long time that…, and I’ve sent other people in there so they look after me a 

slightly different way.

I walked out of a shop where I found that somebody behaved in a patronizing way.

– What happened?
– It’s a long time ago now, it’s just somebody that just tried to… I’ve been riding, I’ve been racing and he just 
did this assumption that I wanted a flat bar… no, I don’t want to… Just actually listen to what the clients are 
asking for! Ask a couple more questions before you make assumptions about what somebody is doing. 
Obviously you don’t know what I’m after but then, yeah, I tend to talk bikes when I go in these days anyway, 
so... And the local shops that I’m going to, I know some of the employees, I would go back to the shops that I 
know and the people that I know.
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Conclusion
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• Women ride differently, and they deal 
differently with repair and maintenance

• There is an important gender gap in bicycle 
repair and maintenance skills

• Developing velonomy, that is to say 
autonomy both in riding bicycles and in 
maintaining them, is thus more difficult for 
women

• Through the examples of women with 
different expertise in repair skills, we can 
highlight the way these difficulties unfolds 
in the lives of diverse women and the 
strategies developed to face them

Conclusion
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