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Methods

Fieldwork and Analysis
◉ In-depth interviews with 30 cyclists in the 

Liverpool City Region, UK. Recuited via 
Social Media. 

◉ In-depth interviews with 8 cycle shop 
owners in the Liverpool City Region, UK. 
Recuited via email, as part of a wider project 
comissioned by Decarbon8.

◉ Transcribed and analysed themes via Nvivo.

3



Methods

Research Questions:

◉ Why did more people participate in 
cycling during the pandemic?

◉ How permanent is this change, and what 
can be learn from this to maximise this 
behaviour change?
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Social Practice Theory
◉ Analysis using Shove et al., (2012) Social Practice Theory 

(SPT) as a conceptual framework:

◉ Practices like cycling are made up of 3 elements, which 
interact.

◉ Practices are also in competition, or collaboration with each 
other, which can support or detract practitioners.

◉ SPT emphasises the regularity and stability of everyday 
practices (Nicolini, 2012), therefore opportunity to provide 
an account for rapid change (Seidl and Whittington, 2020).

◉ This study uses the ‘natural experiment’ to explore how the 
practice of cycling changed in Liverpool City Region.

Methods
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Lockdown Restrictions

◉ Limits were placed upon many activities including sport, leisure, socialising as 
well as work practices. 

◉ “I usually played tennis 3 times a week, and I didn’t really ride my bike. But lockdown 
has totally changed that, I was just inspired to get on my bike to get out and to get 
freedom" [P15]

◉ "I’m 63, but in the end it was starting to get to me, all this staying in. So the cycling 
really was a relief, I do play football as well, football was suspended, we couldn't even 
do that. You are sort of, these little things do make a big difference in your life you 
don't realise when it is taken away from you." [P29]

◉ “The lunch time run I would normally extend that, do a long cycle call in at lunch, then 
cycle back to work. Because I wasn't doing that, I put on about a stone and half in 
weight by late August.....so the commute was not the exercise, but it was the catalyst” 
[P26]
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Replacement

◉ The limits placed upon practices meant that participants had to replace their time with 
new practices, with desires and needs need to met, particularly to support their mental 
and physical health….we can conceptualise this as meanings in social practice theory.

◉ "you just felt like you were trapped and I just felt that I needed to get out i needed to, I 
was lovely staying with my mum we get on, but there was time where I needed my 
own space, getting on the bike provided that escapism and just exploring the area" [P1]

◉ "I put on an awful lot of weight, I got me down, I made me lethargic, not fitting in 
clothes, I was eating and drinking too much I put on too much weight. At the start of 
lockdown, middle of lockdown it did not put us in a very good mental place." [P3]

◉ "yes, all my work has been from home, so I was fake commuting at the home, 10km 
commute before my shift, i have been treating my cycle before work as my commute.“ 
[P28]
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Replacement

◉ Cycling appeared to be a common activity to replace these 
meanings which were lost, and continued to be so through 
much of the early phase of the pandemic….

◉ "Well I was doing it with a group of girls so also the social 
aspect. Also getting out and seeing other part of the area 
that I lived in, cycling through places I had not cycled in 
before, it enables you to get further than you would do if you 
were just walking, so yeah just broadening the horizons of 
my local geography, getting to know other local places." 
[P30]

◉ So I think that in particular working from home, I'm the same 
in an office, by the end of the day I need a break, I need 
some outdoors. In some ways, cycling outdoors, has been 
more beneficial than an indoor sport, you get that fresh air, 
change of scenery." [P20] 8
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Material Changes

◉ There were also major changes during the period of 
lockdown, these changed the materials of cycling, which in 
turn altered the competencies required to cycle..

◉ 1) Traffic volumes dropped:

"I just thought I'll get a bike and it’ll be faster. I definitely wouldn't 
go cycling if it wasn't for the pandemic, the roads are really dead 
at the minute." [P24]

9



Material Changes

◉ There were also major changes during the period of 
lockdown, these changed the materials of cycling, which in 
turn altered the competencies required to cycle…

◉ 2) Road closures and pop-up infrastructure:

"the way they coned it off they have got these high bollards, thin 
bollards marking them out in some places, I have used some of 
them pop up ones, I really like them...It is fantastic, I cannot 
emphasize enough how important it is to segregate" [P8]
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Material Changes

◉ These changes gave a period, particular for inexperienced 
cyclists, to develop the necessary competencies to cycling:

◉ Driving recruitment towards cycling:

“The target markets are the people who have taken to cycling, but 
insist on cycling on pavements, at determent to other users, so 
there is, the target market there is the persuade people to be safe 
on the road.” [P26]

◉ Expand the range of road they felt comfortable and safe on:

"But one thing that was really useful was the quiet roads, it was 
really quiet on the roads, which made a massive, massive 
different, just being able to learn what it was like being on the 
road, how to negotiate, how to do junctions, the gears.” [P28]

◉ Provide an opportunity to boost confidence:

"that was because I noticed there was always no traffic, so I 
thought I’d take the opportunity to get more confident on the road 
before traffic starts to appear again." [P18] 11



Material Changes

◉ However, after the initial months of lockdown traffic levels 
rebounded towards normal levels, and in some places pop-
up infrastructure and temporary traffic orders were revoked, 
we can see how cycling rates also began to drop during this 
period.

No, well I do tend to do the quieter routes now, the roads are getting 
busier you need to have to concentrate with you all the time, as the 
roads has increased with traffic I have avoided those roads now." 
[P30]

"It is just not the top of any pecking order. Say the strand in Liverpool, 
we will put in the cycle lanes, as soon as you get to the dock road, 
where the cycle lane ends. You have got 50 lorries going past you, it is 
really difficult!" [P4]

"when you are cycling down the road, when you know there is a car 
along side you think you need to speed up, I do feel guilty doing it. It is 
more the pressure on put my myself rather than what other drivers 
are doing." [P27] 12

DfT (2021)



Cycle Shops

Disruption was also seen in many cycle shops, which prevented 
many from cycling due to lack of capacity for repairs and supply of 
cycles / cycle parts – limiting the materials for cycling, and 
requiring additional competencies…

"It was crazy busy, it was like as soon as lockdown, crazy amount 
of demand“ [PS2]

"We could of sold 100s more bikes than we are getting at the 
moment, we just cannot get them“ [PS4]

"here is not enough places that fixes bikes, i know there is a couple 
of repairs shops, near [XXX] that have closed down. There is a few 
more shops that have closed down....I think the prices at [XXX] is 
quite heavy price, too expensive" [P29]

yes, well i need to get it repaired it needed seriously servicing 
really. So all last summer I tried to book it in, I couldn't book it in 
anywhere it was so busy, so I finally got it done at the beginning at 
December. [P14] 13



Discussion and Conclusions
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Research Questions:

1) Why did more people participate in cycling 
during the pandemic?

o Limits on other practices meant that the 
competition for individuals time and effort was 
less intense.

o The elements required to cycle altered. 

o Cycling satisfied many of the requirement of 
individuals – which often changed during the 
pandemic.
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Research Questions:

1) Why did more people participate in cycling 
during the pandemic?
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Discussion and Conclusions
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Research Questions:

2) How permanent is this change, and what can be 
learn from this to maximise this behaviour change?

o Now many most practices which are in 
competition with cycling are restored.

o There is now changes to the materials, meaning 
and competencies attached to cycle, which 
places limits on recruitment to cycling – even in 
light of new meanings being attached to cycling. 
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Discussion and Conclusions
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o Transformative change, imposed by the pandemic and associated lockdown measures was
required to temporary attract new users towards cycling – this did lead to rapid change in 
the practice.

o Once these changes eased cycling became less attractive.

o Like many others e.g. Rojas-Rueda et al., (2010) , I found the environment for cycling 
remains unfit for many – particularly with ‘normal’ traffic rates.

o Nurse and Dunning (2020) asked is this a ‘turning point’ for active travel? 

o I argue that permanent transformative change to the materials of cycling is needed to 
change behaviour more permanently – we have seen evidence of this occurred.

o Practice Theory is useful in understanding how this change can occur.
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