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E-cargo bikes



Multi-level Perspective (MLP)

Geels, F. W. (2012) ‘A socio-technical analysis of low-carbon transitions: 
introducing the multi-level perspective into transport studies.’ Special 
Section on Theoretical Perspectives on Climate Change Mitigation in 
Transport, 24, September, pp. 471–482.
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E-cargo bikes as a niche



Other use cases

• University campuses
• Hospitals
• Food deliveries
• Large logistics sites
• Congested urban environments

‘If cargo bikes reduce down the size, we can actually get them closer into the 
hospital site and then not have these vehicles trundling around our hospital sites 
and impacting on the air quality all day’.



Niche-level barriers

• Battery responsibilities: ‘You've got to charge the battery because 
driving with no battery is really no fun’.

• Food logistics and keeping things warm: ‘the main factor is hot 
food, really. Making sure the food is hot, that's the biggest complaint 
you'll always get’.

• Last mile vs. longer distances: ‘In terms of the bikes themselves 
we can't really fault them for around the city centres, but more and 
more we're coming up against the issue of distance and volume. We 
have a lot of customers that would use us but are outside the city 
centre but it's impractical to serve them using bikes, so we're going to 
be looking at an electric van’.



The Regime: Traffic (1/2)

• One participant noted: ‘If you can filter past traffic, you're essentially 
traffic-agnostic.’

• On the other hand: ‘If you've got a big bike or someone that's not 
comfortable to filter past traffic, then it's going to be, essentially, either 
the same speed or slower than a car and then you can get caught in 
traffic jams at the same time.’

• Limitations vs. freedoms: 'You haven't got the massive capacity 
that you have in the van. You can't just take everything all at once. 
Then again, you don't have to squeeze a van down the road that's too 
small for it if you've got a cargo bike'.



The Regime: Traffic (2/2)

• Bigger is not always better: ‘we find our riders always shy 
away from taking out the biggest bike even if it might be more 
efficient, but it's mainly because they're going to go so much 
slower and they have to deal with traffic and they have to deal 
with the aggravation of the traffic because the bike's so big, the 
traffic gets wound up, a lot of road rage, a lot of honking, a lot 
of people cutting them up.’



The Regime: Parking and Premises (1/2)

• Storage is an ongoing key challenge: ‘I love the idea that I 
might be able to borrow or hire a cargo bike, but I haven't got 
room to store one.’

• Infrastructure is essential: ‘you've got to be able to wheel it into 
storage at both ends.’

• Flexibility allows them to compete in congested spaces:
'What I was finding was that you may be 1 or 2 minutes slower on 
the cargo bike but, actually, the bike just sits outside the house... 
you don't have to park it'.



The Regime: Parking and Premises (2/2)

• Cargo bikes offer flexibility: 'If you want to do Christmas shopping 
you can take your cargo bike in and it's far less carrying and walking 
than if you've got a car, because you can just park outside each shop, 
buy the stuff, lock it up in the box and then walk to the next shop 
without carrying anything'.

• Home storage is challenging: 'cargo bikes do need good parking at 
home, and it's one of the reasons why I think when we look at 
infrastructure for cycling in somewhere like Wythenshawe, there has 
to be huge investment in cycle shelter.'



The Regime: 
Changing Culture

• When recruiting new 'cyclists': ‘a lot of 
staff have the perception that that is a 
demeaning of their job role, and that 
they're being pushed down to a cyclist 
rather than being a driver.’

• Giving up luxuries: 'why would you 
swap your nice warm van where you can 
eat your butties and listen to the radio for 
a bike?’

• Training is important here: ‘we did find 
people had to be quite comfortable and 
have a like towards cycling for them to 
want to get rid of their van, etc., to use an 
e-cargo bike.’



Supporting the 
niche

• ‘Unless your bike is at least as convenient as 
your car to get out and go, then you won't 
use it enough.’

• ‘So, you would, for instance, produce a zero 
emissions zone in the middle of Manchester, 
for instance, is one of the things you would 
do.'

• ‘I think one of the important things is having a 
trailblazer. We want people who can 
demonstrate exactly what it could be used for 
and how it could be used.’

• ‘people having a go on one in a safe 
environment where nobody is laughing at 
them.’



Conclusions
• E-cargo bikes are a niche innovation
• Dominant regime is mostly unwelcoming, but the 

alternative active travel regime is a natural ‘home’ and 
support e-cargo bikes
• E-cargo bikes resonate with trend in landscape-level 

policy including climate change, air pollution and 
sustainability
• Not only a technological substitution – important to 

consider business practices and culture
• There are ways in which regime-level actors can 

support the development of e-cargo bikes, ultimately 
enabling the niche to grow and become more 
prominent in the regime(s)



Thank you
Read our report: 
http://usir.salford.ac.uk/i
d/eprint/59007/

www.salford.ac.uk/healthyactivecities
@ActiveCitiesUoS
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