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A B S T R A C T

E-cargo bikes have gained academic and policy interest for their potential to replace car trips in cities. Like 
bicycles, they require pedaling, produce few emissions, and use cycling infrastructure, while offering capacity for 
transporting passengers and goods, like cars. Yet, additionally to mode and infrastructure changes, shifts in 
identities, culture and citizenships, are needed to challenge the dominance of automobility. This article in
troduces the concept of ‘e-cargo bike citizenship’ as a cultural identity shaped through e-cargo cycling practices 
to understand how they challenge both automobility and vélomobility in transitions to sustainable urban 
mobility. We analysed 108 interviews with 49 e-cargo bike users in Brighton, Leeds, and Oxford, conducted 
during a trial loan project. Results indicate that e-cargo bike citizenship broadens cycling identities in contexts 
where cycling has negative cultural associations. Additionally, e-cargo bike citizenship is often family citizen
ship, contrasting with individualised cycling, and contesting the norm of motorised family mobility. E-cargo 
cycling also enables interactions ‘inside’ between rider and passenger(s), reminiscent of automobile citizenship −
although typically with less comfort and varying depending on the type of cargo bike, while being connected 
‘outside’ to local communities, reinforcing a sense of belonging that echoes cycling citizenship. Our findings 
contribute to geography and mobilities research by considering e-cargo bikes’ hybridity, beyond cars and bi
cycles, and highlight the significance of citizenships in urban mobility transitions, focusing on domestic e-cargo 
bikes, contrasting with previous studies’ last-mile logistics focus.

1. Introduction

We urgently need to transition to more sustainable mobilities in 
cities. While reducing greenhouse gas emissions through mode shift is 
crucial, mobility transitions also involve challenging the car-centric 
system more broadly, called the system of automobility (Urry, 2004). 
The entrenched system of automobility, referred to thereafter as auto
mobility, composed of the technologies, infrastructures, institutions and 
cultures surrounding the car, dominates modern societies and margin
alises more sustainable forms of mobility (Böhm et al., 2006; Sheller & 
Urry, 2000). At the same time, vélomobility, the systemic structures that 
support cycling, offers an alternative, yet remains subordinate to auto
mobility (Cox, 2019; Horton et al., 2007; Watson, 2013).

Because the hegemony of automobility is deeply rooted in our cul
tures (Sheller & Urry, 2000; Urry, 2004), we need a shift in identities, 

culture and, we argue, citizenships, for other mobility systems such as 
vélomobility to be more prominent and thus transition away from 
automobility. Spanning beyond the political and legal meaning usually 
bound to nation-state membership, citizenship is also performed and 
constructed in space through mundane practices, including mobilities. 
In this article, we formulate the novel concept of ‘e-cargo bike citizen
ship’, as a cultural identity involving a feeling of belonging to an 
imagined community and developing through e-cargo cycling practices.

In the context of shifting to more sustainable and active forms of 
urban transportation, electric-assist cargo bikes, commonly referred to 
as e-cargo bikes, have gained currency in academic and policy discus
sions. While much of the attention has been on their potential to replace 
vans for urban last-mile logistics (Blazejewski et al., 2020; Cairns & 
Sloman, 2019; Narayanan et al., 2022), they also have domestic appli
cations (Bissel & Becker, 2024; Carracedo & Mostofi, 2022; Marincek 
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et al., 2024), which is the focus of this study. An e-cargo bike is a bicycle 
designed to transport loads and passengers up to 250 kg, with electric 
pedal assistance. Under the British ‘Electric Assisted Pedal Cycle’ regu
lation, the motor can provide up to 250 W of assistance, enabling 
assisted speeds up to 25 km/h (GOV.UK, 2024). They typically have a 
range of 50–80 km (Narayanan and Antoniou, 2022). E-cargo bikes are 
available in different configurations including two- and three-wheeled, 
with the load positioned either at the front (long john) or the back 
(longtail) (Narayanan & Antoniou, 2022).

We posit that the e-cargo bike is a hybrid mode of transport. On the 
one hand, it shares similarities with the bicycle: e-cargo bikes require 
pedaling, are low-emission modes, and can use cycling infrastructure. 
They also overcome some limitations of bicycles, particularly compared 
to cars, such as the inability to carry more goods and passengers. In this 
sense, e-cargo bikes could play a key role in the transition to more 
sustainable mobilities. Although their sizes and shapes vary, they tend to 
occupy more space than conventional bicycles, both on the road and 
parked, while being smaller than cars. This relative bulkiness, alongside 
its family use, has led to comparisons with ’station wagon[s]’ (Riggs, 
2016, p. 52), reflecting what Pearce calls a ‘bifurcation in the elements 
of cycling and driving practices’ (2016, p. 197). In the context of moving 
from car-centric to more sustainable urban mobilities, this raises the 
question of how to understand e-cargo bikes, particularly in relation to 
bicycles and cars. We address this question through the lens of 
citizenship.

Citizenship has become a growing focus within geography and mo
bilities scholarship in recent years, considering how it is shaped by 
mobile interactions between spaces, objects and individuals (Spinney 
et al., 2015). Previous studies have investigated car driving and citi
zenship (Packer, 2008; Sheller & Urry, 2000) as well as cycling and 
citizenship (Egan, 2021; Green et al., 2011; Jungnickel, 2015; Osborne 
& Grant-Smith, 2017; Waitt & Buchanan, 2023), with Aldred’s (2010)
work serving as a foundational study on cycling citizenship. However, 
there is still limited understanding of how citizenship relates to cargo 
bikes, especially in the context of their potential to help transition from 
automobility. We address this gap by formulating the concept of ‘e-cargo 
bike citizenship’, acknowledging the e-cargo bike’s unique position 
transcending cars and bicycles.

This study aims to understand what constitutes e-cargo bike citi
zenship, as a cultural identity shaped by e-cargo cycling practices, how 
such citizenship challenges automobility and vélomobility, considering 
the need to transition to more sustainable urban mobilities. Emerging 
concepts of citizenship may provide a broader understanding of urban 
mobility transitions that includes identities and experiences of e-cargo 
cycling and go beyond mainstream approaches focusing on mode and 
infrastructure changes. These insights may, in turn, translate into policy 
supporting active and sustainable modes, such as bicycles and e-cargo 
bikes.

We analyse 108 interviews with 49 e-cargo bike users in suburbs of 
Brighton, Leeds, and Oxford, which were conducted as part of a research 
project offering trial loans of e-cargo bikes (Philips et al., 2024b). The 
study focuses on households – whereas existing research primarily 
studied individuals (e.g. Riggs, 2016), and private use – whereas existing 
scholarship mainly considered commercial use (e.g. Blazejewski et al., 
2020) and shared use (e.g. Bissel & Becker, 2024). In addition, our study 
focuses on the British context, where cycling has a marginal status, with 
a 1.7 % share of mileage, and automobility dominates, with a 75 % share 
in 2021 (Cycling UK, 2022), and where cargo bike uptake lags behind, 
with 4,000 sold in the UK in 2022, compared to 70,000 in France and 
90,000 in Germany (Garidis, 2023).

The research question guiding this study is: What is e-cargo bike 
citizenship, in relation to automobility and vélomobility, and is it 
challenging both?

Next, section 2 outlines the theoretical background of our study, 
drawing on the concept of citizenship and mobilities scholarship. Sec
tion 3 describes our method for data gathering and analysis. Section 4

presents our findings that form what we call ‘e-cargo bike citizenship’. 
Some conclusions are drawn in section 5, with policy implications.

2. Theoretical background

This section begins with conceptualising citizenship as it is enacted 
through practices performed in space, drawing from geographical 
scholarship. We then discuss key findings from studies that used this 
concept of citizenship to examine mobile practices, especially car 
driving, cycling, and, more recently, cargo cycling, in mobilities 
literature.

2.1. Citizenship through practices performed in space

Citizenship is often understood in its political and legal meaning, 
pertaining to the rights and responsibilities that formalise individuals’ 
membership to a community, typically bound to a political unit such as 
the nation-state (Smith, 1994). One influential conceptualisation of 
citizenship is Marshall’s (1950) right-based approach which encom
passes civic rights (e.g. freedom of speech), political rights (e.g. the right 
to vote), and social rights (e.g. the right to a degree of social security).

In the 1990 s, scholars in humanities and social sciences expanded 
this mainstream perspective to include social and cultural aspects of 
citizenship, contributing to the emergence of citizenship studies (Isin & 
Turner, 2007). Citizenship became increasingly seen ‘as a cultural 
identity involving a feeling of belonging to an ‘imagined community’’ 
(Painter & Philo, 1995 in Painter, 2002, p. 94), hence transcending the 
rights and responsibilities of national citizenship, as an identity (indi
vidual) that is within the subject but also (as a community) collective.

A critical debate within citizenship studies revolves around lived 
citizenship (Kallio et al., 2020; Lister, 2007) which considers less formal 
ways of enacting citizenship through people’s everyday experiences and 
practices, rather than status and rights formalised in the public sphere. 
Lived citizenship – or citizenship through practice – implies a deeper 
engagement with space. Research into the geographies of citizenship 
explores the role of space in shaping identities and citizenships (Painter 
& Philo, 1995; Spinney et al., 2015), and this at multiple scales of po
litical authority and with a range of other social identities (Desforges 
et al., 2005; Staeheli, 1999). This engagement with the spaces of citi
zenship is key in our study, as we consider how e-cargo bike users 
perform their citizenship through ordinary mobile practices in urban 
space.

2.2. Mobile citizenships

In a world that is increasingly mobile, flows, movements, and net
works across and within territorial borders challenge state-centric and 
static conceptions of citizenship (Isin, 2008; Urry, 2000a, 2008). Mo
bilities scholars have explored how ‘forms of mobility – in relation to 
objects, subjects and places – actively constitute citizenship as both a 
status and a set of relations’ (Spinney et al., 2015, p. 325). While 
transnationality and migration have been central to the scholarly de
bates on mobilities and citizenship (Sheller & Urry, 2006), a growing 
number of studies have examined how everyday mobile practices like 
cycling or driving can shape mobile citizenships. Mobile citizenships 
then constitute practically enacted cultural identities such as ‘the cyclist’ 
or ‘the car driver’, while also being shaped by social identities such as 
gender, socioeconomic status, or age (Spinney et al., 2015).

Automobility penetrates many aspects of our social and cultural lives 
through ‘major discourses of what constitutes the good life, what is 
necessary for an appropriate citizenship of mobility’ (Urry, 2004, p. 26). 
The automobile citizen is depicted in literature as a hybrid assemblage of 
a person and a machine (Green et al., 2011; Randell, 2017), but also of 
the infrastructures and cultures of mobility that sustain automobility 
(Sheller & Urry, 2000). An important aspect of automobile citizenship is 
how individuals engage through their cars in ‘private-in-public’ spaces 
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(Sheller & Urry, 2000, p. 736), limiting social interactions ‘on the 
outside’ in comparison to cycling (Aldred, 2010, p. 28). Mitchell (2005)
terms this phenomenon the ‘SUV model of citizenship’ wherein in
dividuals prioritise privatised, cocooned movement through public 
space while avoiding interactions other than with their passengers. 
Moreover, the automobile citizen can travel at any speed, at any time, in 
any direction – a capability which is often associated with freedom 
(Packer, 2008; Sheller & Urry, 2000); but those who do not possess a car 
or a license are effectively excluded from this citizenship (Aldred, 2010; 
Sheller & Urry, 2000).

Recent research in cycling has increasingly focused on the notion of 
citizenship to explore the identities and perceptions of cyclists (Aldred, 
2010, 2013a; Egan, 2021; Green et al., 2011; Osborne & Grant-Smith, 
2017). Cycling citizenship is characterised as ‘performative, embedded 
in contested, normative, and local assumptions of riding a bike’ (Waitt & 
Buchanan, 2021, p. 4). In other words, individuals’ engagement with 
cycling can reflect and shape their identities as ‘cyclists’. These identities 
are formed locally, relying on representations, discourses and norms 
that develop around cycling and cyclists in specific places. A key 
contribution is Aldred’s (2010) study in Cambridge, which identifies 
four dimensions of cycling citizenship: responsiveness to environmental 
issues, attention to self-care, local rootedness and connection to the 
community. In this study, we examine what emerges as e-cargo bike 
citizenship in three British cities and compare it to cycling citizenship to 
determine whether e-cargo bike citizenship challenges vélomobility or 
automobility.

There is a contested discourse around the cycling citizen, projecting 
positive and negative associations. On one hand, the cycling citizen is 
viewed positively as someone who cares for and even has a re
sponsibility towards the environment, sometimes as a response to the 
dominance of automobility (Aldred, 2010; Egan, 2021; Freudendal- 
Pedersen, 2015). This environmental stance echoes environmental citi
zenship (Dobson, 2007), which encompasses rights and responsibilities 
for creating a sustainable society, through behaviours that have bene
ficial environmental effects such as recycling or cycling. On the other 
hand, cycling citizens have negative associations: as assertive, risk- 
takers, or even deviant from the norm that is automobility (Aldred, 
2013a; Daley & Rissel, 2011) – though this deviation varies across 
contexts. This stereotype of the ‘hardened’ or ‘proper’ cyclist fails to 
reflect the diversity among cyclists, even though they are a minority in 
the UK, and even result in potential stigmatisation (Aldred, 2013a; 
Horton & Jones, 2015). Emphasising negative forms of citizenship can 
be used as a tool by the incumbent automobility regime to create doubt 
and undermine the veracity of any claim that vélomobility represents a 
practical, equitable or sustainable proposition for the mobility system.

Another issue with the cycling citizen is the marginalisation of in
dividuals who do not align with its dominant identities and represen
tations. For instance, Osborne & Grant-Smith’s (2017) Australian-based 
study shows that the dominant portrayal of the cycling citizen in policy 
documents as Middle-Aged Man in Lycra (MAMIL) could make cycling 
less accessible to groups that do not identify as such. Steinbach et al.’s 
(2011) London case study also pointed out the invisibility of some 
groups in cycling practices by showing how the goals or ‘accomplish
ments’ of cycling in terms of e.g. health, safety or transport efficiency 
resonate differently across gendered, ethnic and class identities. With 
the concept of e-cargo bike citizenship, we consider which identities are 
linked to e-cargo cycling, and how these might differ from’the cyclist’ 
or’the motorist’ in our studied context, but also which identities could 
be marginalised from these e-cargo cycling practices.

Interactions with and in space are also a central aspect of cycling 
citizenship. Cycling citizens are characterised by their rootedness in 
local physical and social environments, which stands in contrast with 
enclosed automobility practices (Aldred, 2010). Beyond mere spatial 
and local rootedness, cycling citizenship can be understood as key to ‘the 
recognition of cyclists as legitimate public space users – albeit with 
relevance to matters of the right to the city’ (Egan, 2021p. 24). This 

encompasses, for instance, the collective efforts of ‘biketivists’ in cities 
(Castañeda, 2020; Furness, 2007) as well as the individual experiences 
of e.g. women who negotiated their citizenship through everyday 
cycling and cycle wear in nineteenth-century Britain (Jungnickel, 2015). 
In this study, we do not consider citizenship as a form of activism but as a 
way to legitimise some forms of mobility, such as (e-cargo) cycling, that 
are usually marginalised in urban space dominated by automobility 
(Balkmar, 2020).

Emerging scholarship explores how cargo cycling practices are 
intertwined with the performance of identities and citizenship, although 
explicit theoretical engagement with citizenship remains limited. A 
prominent theme in this literature is the enactment of sustainable 
identities, particularly in relation to parenting; for example, Marincek 
et al. (2024) highlight ‘sustainable parents’ as a user group in a Swiss- 
based study. In a Norwegian study, cargo bike users mentioned being 
an active and eco-conscious role model, especially for children, to be a 
motivator for use (Bjørnarå et al., 2020). These identities are formed 
considering cargo bikes’ potential to alleviate the car dependence of 
households (Bissel & Becker, 2024; Marincek et al., 2024; Narayanan 
et al., 2024). Studies show that family identities are reshaping through 
cargo cycling, by decoupling parenting and automobility, and normal
ising cycling in family life, with children reportedly appreciating this 
mode of transport (Bjørnarå et al., 2020; Dowling & Maalsen, 2020; 
Riggs & Schwartz, 2018; Thomas, 2022). Images and identities of cargo 
cycling vary per context: while in high-cycling contexts such as the 
Netherlands, it may align with modern parenting and gender roles 
(Boterman, 2020), whereas in low-cycling contexts such as the US, cargo 
cyclists sometimes face judgment of risky parenting behaviour (Thomas, 
2022).

In sum, based on insights from scholarship on spaces of citizenship, 
automobile citizenship, and cycling citizenship, our article formulates 
the concept of e-cargo bike citizenship which we understand as a cul
tural identity involving a feeling of belonging to an imagined commu
nity through e-cargo bike practices and in relation with subjects, objects, 
and spaces, and asks whether it challenges vélomobility, automobility, 
or both.

3. Methodology

This section presents the methodology used for data collection and 
analysis.

3.1. Data collection

We conducted interviews with e-cargo bike users in suburbs of three 
British cities, namely Preston Park and Hove Park (Brighton & Hove), 
Guiseley, Yeadon and Otley (Leeds), and Kennington (Oxford), con
ducted as part of a research project offering trial loans of e-cargo bikes – 
both longtail and long john models. The project design and data 
collection methods of the project are presented in detail in (Philips et al., 
2024b). Leeds has low cycling rates – 5.7 % of adults cycle weekly in 
2023 – which is lower than the national average (10.1 %), whereas 
Oxford is known for its high levels of cycling (35.1 %), and Brighton is 
intermediate (16.6 %) (Gov.UK, 2024). All three cities are developing 
their cycling infrastructure, although the network is not yet continuous. 
More details about the trial areas are given in Table 1 and Fig. 1 below. 
These trials aim to understand whether vehicles like e-cargo bikes could 
support a change in households’ travel habits. Households were 
recruited through a survey conducted in the neighbourhoods selected 
for the trials (n = 996). The survey was circulated on social media, with 
flyers distributed across key sites in the selected neighbourhood, such as 
local schools, stores, and train stations. 52 % of respondents expressed 
interest in receiving further information about the trials. The research 
team sent another potential participant survey, which 154 people 
completed (Philips et al., 2025). From the survey, trial participants were 
selected based on several criteria, including their availability to use the 
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e-cargo bike, availability of secure storage space, and expressed inten
tion to reduce car journeys.

49 households participated in the trial, for one month each, in the 
summer of 2023 (see Fig. 2). 11 of the 49 participating households were 
also loaned an e-cargo bike for the winter period (October 2023-March 
2024). A total of 256 interviews were conducted: pre-trial, weekly 
during the trial, and end-of-trial for summer participants; end-of-trial for 
winter participants. We focus on households to acknowledge the 
importance of understanding the trial’s effects on individuals and their 
family members, neighbours, and colleagues. Table 2 presents some 
socio-demographic characteristics of lead users of participating house
holds. In a pre-trial survey, we noted that participants are more prone to 

cycling and keen to reduce car use than the national average (Philips 
et al., 2024b)).

Interviews were between 20 and 90 min long and captured in-depth 
insights into participants’ experiences, expectations, hopes, concerns, 
and perceptions about e-cargo bike adoption and use. They also covered 
participants’ willingness to use and buy an e-cargo bike in the future and 
whether this could reduce their car use. The interview guide is available 
on a data repository (Glachant et al., 2025). All interviews were recor
ded with the consent of participants and transcribed for analysis (see 
dataset on Cass et al., 2024). Ethical approval was received from Uni
versity of Leeds Ethics Committee (Reference FREC 2023–047701198).

3.2. Data analysis

The data were analysed with codes developed by the research team, 
mostly deductively, drawing from our interview questions and 
prompting strategy. There was an element of inductive coding as well, 

Table 1 
Trial location information.

Trial location 
(city ¡
neigbourhood)

Leeds ¡
Guiseley, 
Yeadon and 
Otley

Brighton 
¡Preston 
Park and 
Hove Park

Oxford ¡
Kennington

English 
average

Postcodes BN1, BN3 LS18, LS19, 
LS20, LS21, 
LS29

OX1, OX4, 
OX14

n/a

Type Satellite 
towns on the 
edge of Leeds’ 
urban area

Inner suburbs 
of Brighton

Village on the 
outskirts of 
Oxford

n/a

Population 152,000 188,000 171,000 n/a
Population 

density 
(inhabitants/ 
km2)

2,158 8,970 4,033 438

% of households 
without cars

11 10 10 22

Type of e-cargo 
bike loaned

Long john (2), 
Longtail (3)

Longtail (4) Long john (4) n/a

Adapted from Philips et al. (2025).

Fig. 1. Map locations.

Fig. 2. Trial timeline with cohorts and participating households per city.

Table 2 
Demographics of the lead users of participating households.

Demographic Item Frequency 
(n = 49)

Demographic Item Frequency 
(n = 49)

Gender Female 29 (59 %) Children Yes 37 (76 %)
​ Male 20 (41 %) ​ No 10 (24 %)

Age (years) 25–34 7 (14 %) Cars owned 0 1 (2 %)
​ 35–49 33 (67 %) ​ 1 25 (51 %)
​ 50–64 5 (10 %) ​ 2+ 23 (47 %)
​ 65+ 4 (8.2 %) Cycling 

frequency
Weekly 33 (67 %)

Employment Yes 38 (84 %) ​ Monthly 8 (16 %)
​ No 7 (16 %) ​ Yearly 4 (8.2 %)
​ ​ ​ ​ Never 4 (8.2 %)
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after an initial coding round. All authors engaged in the collaborative 
coding of interview transcripts using NVivo 14 collaborative version. 
While three authors participated in data collection, the fourth remained 
uninvolved to mitigate bias. We employed a qualitative approach to 
intercoder reliability aligning with the interpretivist paradigm of this 
study (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). This involved multiple rounds of test 
coding on the same interview transcripts and subsequent group discus
sions on divergences and overlaps. For this article, we collectively 
selected codes and keywords deemed relevant to the research question 
during in-person data analysis workshops, based on our theoretical 
framework (see Table 3). We then ran queries on NVivo using these 
keywords and codes to interrogate the data. This study considers only 
summer pre- and end-of-trial interviews (Sum.), as well as winter end-of- 
trial interviews (Win.) (n = 108) because they were deemed the richest 
to identify elements of e-cargo bike citizenship.

4. Findings

This findings section is structured along three themes: broadening 
the scope of cycling identities (4.1.), family citizenship (4.2.), and 
interacting with local communities (4.3.). Our analysis also considers 
how e-cargo bike citizenship compares with automobility and 
vélomobility, as we aim to find out how such citizenship challenges 
both.

4.1. Broadening the Scope of Cycling Identities

4.1.1. Normalising Cycling
Our analysis identifies a key theme: e-cargo cycling has the potential 

to normalise cycling, especially in the UK, where cycling carries negative 
cultural associations. Unlike the ‘proper’ UK cyclist archetype, often 
associated with sporty, leisure cycling and, as one participant described, 
‘those Lycra-clad people that do it on a weekend’ (Leeds, Female, 40–44, 
Sum.), e-cargo bike users engage in ‘everyday’ utility rides enabled by e- 
cargo bikes, often aligned with daily household needs (Oxford, Female, 
60–64, Sum.). One participant explained, ‘I think too few people see 
cycling as (…) a mode of transport, not just to put in the back of the car, 
take to the local park, ride round for half an hour, put it back in the back 
of the car, take it back and put it in the back of the garage’ (Leeds, Fe
male, 40–44, Sum.). For this participant, cycling is a leisure activity 
enabled by car use.

Portraying e-cargo cycling as a utilitarian activity can help normalise 
cycling practices. As suggested by a participant, ‘It would be nice to 
normalise it, for people to see non-cyclists riding, so they’re not cyclists, 
just normal people going to the shop, that will change the perception’ 
(Leeds, Female, 40–44, Sum.), and possibly transition away from car 
use. This aligns with research on cycling identities, which critiques the 
label ‘cyclist’ and prefers terms like ‘people who cycle’ or ‘people on 
bikes’ (Aldred, 2013b; Caimotto, 2020). Moreover, we find several 

references to contexts such as the Netherlands: ‘[In the Netherlands], 
you see ordinary people riding bikes around in their normal clothes 
whereas the irony, for Otley particularly, is that it’s supposed to be like a 
cycling mecca because of track cyclists, hardly anyone cycles like as a 
mode of transport’ (Leeds, Female, 40–44, Sum.). These findings support 
existing scholarship on the ‘normalcy’ of Dutch cycling (Kuipers, 2013; 
Oosterhuis, 2016), although this is increasingly contested by the 
diversification of cycling as modes such as cargo bikes and e-bikes 
become increasingly a means to show one’s identity (Glachant & Beh
rendt, 2024; Te Brömmelstroet et al., 2020).

4.1.2. Road Space Negotiation
E-cargo cyclists often experience positive interactions with car 

drivers compared to ‘proper’ cyclists, as explained by a participant: 

‘[I] feel people do actually give you a lot of space compared to when 
I’m in Lycra on my road bike where I think I’m dehumanised (…) I’m 
just one of those idiots slowing down people. But when somebody 
sees that it’s a bloke stood upright with two kids in the front clearly 
doing a chore rather than a pleasure ride, (…) people do give you 
more space and patience’ (Leeds, Male, 40–44, Sum.).

Several participants experienced being given more space by motor
ists on the road, mainly due to the size of their vehicles and the space 
they occupy on the road. For instance, a participant from Oxford 
mentioned riding in the middle of the road rather than moving over to 
the left to allow cars to pass (Oxford, Male, 35–39, Sum.). Another 
participant remarked, ‘On the e-[cargo] bike, you were treated more as a 
similar road user, and given more space.’ (Brighton, Female, 45–49, 
Win.). These experiences align with other studies on cargo bikes (e.g. 
Thomas, 2022). Access to space is crucial in discussing mobile citizen
ships, as ‘spaces of mobility’ such as roads, paths and streets are where 
citizenship is enacted (Spinney et al., 2015, p. 328; Thorpe, 2023). This 
relation between citizenship and space should be understood within the 
system of automobility, which has changed public spaces into public 
roads that primarily accommodate those moving in cars, effectively 
excluding others, such as pedestrians and cyclists, from the ‘public’ 
(Urry, 2000b). These statements from participants illustrate that e-cargo 
bike users seem recognised as legitimate users of public space to a 
certain extent, like motorists. Participants also mentioned training they 
received before the trial, with indications to ‘occupy the space’ – 
claiming their right to public (road) space.

To avoid negative stereotypes and minimise potential abuse from car 
drivers, a participant changed his appearance when riding the e-cargo 
bike: ‘The less you look like a cyclist and more like a human being, the 
less likely you are to be treated like a cyclist, i.e. cut up, knocked off, you 
know, not treated with respect’ (Leeds, Male, 40–44, Sum.). This quote 
reflects the dehumanisation cyclists often face and changing behaviours 
of motorists, especially when using Lycra clothing or helmets (Limb & 
Collyer, 2023; Walker, 2007; Walker & Robinson, 2019).

4.1.3. From belonging to polarisation
Despite distancing themselves from sporty and leisurely cyclist 

identities, participants still felt part of the broader cycling community. A 
Leeds participant noted, ‘When they’re on a bike and look at you, 9 times 
out of 10 people give me a wave, which kind of invites you into the 
crowd’ (Leeds, Male, 30–34, Sum.). An Oxford participant described it as 
‘dipping [their] toes into the biking community’, suggesting that e-cargo 
cycling may form a distinct subgroup (Oxford, Male, 40–44, Sum.). 
Several participants mentioned the growing presence of e-cargo bikes, 
especially in Brighton and Oxford. For instance, a Brighton participant 
shared that seeing e-cargo bikes reduces their feeling of isolation: ‘It’s 
still rare enough that if you see [one], if you pull up next to someone [on 
an e-cargo bike] you’re kind of like, oh hello’, noting a sense of 
‘camaraderie’ among e-cargo bike riders (Brighton, Male, 45–49, Win.).

Several participants deplored the polarisation between cyclists and 
motorists in the UK, especially intensified by recent public debates on 

Table 3 
Codes and keywords used for analysis.

Codes

Children Infra-household
Cycling comparisons Local politics
Environment Neighbourhood
Financial Place
Guilt and car avoidance Politics
Identity Privilege
Inclusion-exclusion Social relations

Keywords
Car driver Motorist
Citizen Netherlands
Community Scandinavia
Cyclist UK
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Low Traffic Neighbourhoods (Gössling et al., 2024; Whelan et al., 2024), 
like this Oxford participant: 

‘I feel people are very much entrenched in us versus them, cyclists 
versus drivers, obviously it’s not true, lots of people are both but you 
do get this rhetoric of, ‘oh cyclists are always awful, they’re always 
jumping red lights, (…) they don’t listen to the rules of the road’ and 
then, on the other side, cyclists thinking drivers are always close 
passing them’ (Oxford, Male, 45–49, Sum.)

However, this categorisation into different groups such as motorists, 
cyclists, e-cargo bike riders might be too simplistic. In line with Aldred 
(2013) on cycling identities in the UK, we find that identities are mul
tiple and overlapping. Indeed, the e-cargo bike riders of our study are 
also drivers, with 51 % of them owning one car, and 47 % owning two 
cars or more, but also cyclists, with 67 % of them cycling weekly.

Overall, our findings suggest that e-cargo bike citizenship has the 
potential to diversify and perhaps normalise cycling practices, by 
reframing them into a legitimate, utilitarian activity for more people 
rather than a distinctive sporty identity. It also illustrates how e-cargo 
bike citizenship can disrupt automobility by reframing who counts as a 
legitimate citizen in public space. Next, we discuss how e-cargo bike 
citizenship relates to social norms around parenting.

4.2. Family citizenship

4.2.1. Cargo cycling and parenting
E-cargo bikes accommodate the ‘commitments and requirements’ of 

family life, contrasting with conventional cycling, often perceived as 
individualistic and sometimes ‘selfish’ given time-constrained parenting 
(Leeds, Male, 40–44, Sum.). A Brighton participant put it: ‘[E-cargo 
cycling] can co-exist with parenting. So without an e-cargo bike you 
have to either parent or go out on your bike, you can’t do both whereas 
with that you can combine the two.’ (Brighton, Male, 45–49, Win.). This 
flexibility challenges the perception that automobility is essential for 
parenthood (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2009). E-cargo bikes provide flexi
bility for household tasks such as grocery shopping with children and 
school runs, reminiscent of the independence typically associated with 
cars. One participant noted how using the e-cargo bike enabled them to 
handle household duties while another family member used the car: ‘We 
treat [the e-cargo bike] just like a car (…) with the cargo [bike] I felt 
more mobile, I could fit more things in’, especially compared to walking 
(Leeds, Female, 30–34, Sum.). While most households did not 
completely stop using their cars, several mentioned reducing their 
reliance on a second car.

E-cargo bike use supports combinining care and professional duties, 
as a Leeds participating mother puts it: ‘I can transition from being 
stressed and with a thousand jobs in my head to do, to being home and 
being able to parent better because I’ve had 40 min of pedaling’ (Leeds, 
Female, 40–44, Sum.). This finding echoes studies on parenting and 
cargo cycling (Dowling & Maalsen, 2020; Thomas, 2022). Although no 
clear gender divide emerged, a Brighton participant noted seeing many 
mothers on e-cargo bikes, while cycling is usually perceived as more 
masculine. Because of their carrying capacity, cargo bikes could pro
mote gender equity in cycling, especially in low-cycling contexts where 
women tend to cycle less than men and primarily handle care duties, as 
argued by Riggs and Schwartz (2018). However, the considerable size of 
e-cargo bikes can be a barrier for women, as confirmed by two partici
pants in Leeds.

4.2.2. Family sociabilities
Beyond utility e-cargo bike rides foster family bonding, ‘turn[ing] a 

journey into something more interesting for the family, (…) more 
participatory for everybody’ (Oxford, Male, 45–49, Sum.). Interviews 
revealed that various household members, including children, influ
enced the decision to use the e-cargo bike. Many participants who were 
loaned long-john e-cargo bikes valued the ability to see and interact with 

passengers during rides. For instance, an Oxford participant said: 

‘One thing that’s nice about it, and this is very specific to having a 
baby, is that he’s sitting in front of you, looking at you, right, 
whereas at the moment we tow him in a trailer and you can’t see him, 
you can’t talk to him, whereas with this [e-cargo bike] he’s sitting 
right there in front of you and it’s actually really nice’ (Oxford, Fe
male, 35–39, Sum.).

While this ability to interact with family members echoes automo
bility’s social aspect (e.g. Barker, 2009), one participant who was loaned 
a long-tail observed that e-cargo bike rides may be less sociable than car 
rides due to the open nature of the e-cargo bike compared to the 
enclosed space of a car: 

‘When you’re sitting in the car next to each other you do tend to chat. 
Erm… but then there’s a certain other kind of sociability, which is a 
shared experience of doing something fun together… like when we 
went on the rollercoaster together, we didn’t talk to each other 
during the screaming hell ride, but, you know, afterwards we had a 
shared experience. So I think it’s like that, we have this shared 
experience, but it is, I guess, less sociable’ (Brighton, Male, 45–49, 
Sum.).

4.2.3. Active and sustainable lifestyles
Furthermore, e-cargo bikes allow users to balance family time with 

an active and sustainable lifestyle. A Brighton participant noted, ‘When 
you’ve got two young children, it isn’t always possible to do a regular 
exercise, (…) so being able to just go on like a 15-minute cycle ride (…) 
is great’ (Brighton, Female, 30–34, Sum.). This corroborates findings 
about parents who cite exercise as a motivation for using e-(cargo) bikes 
while doing purposeful trips with their children (Schwartz, 2016; 
Thomas, 2022). Several participants highlighted the role of cargo bikes 
in instilling environmental values in children, fostering a cycling culture 
within families: 

‘I suppose finally to be a role model to my daughter so that she can 
see that it’s possible to live a life without a car and be an active sort of 
lifestyle’ (Leeds, 40–44, Male, Sum.).

This suggests e-cargo cycling can shift children’s mobility norms 
from automobile to more sustainable and active practices, potentially 
shaping future generations’ views on e-cargo bikes and bicycles as 
common transport modes (Schwartz, 2016). Notably, one participant 
highlights the role of mothers in this shift: ‘I really genuinely hope that 
the revolution starts with mums doing the [school commute], you know, 
because there is a gendered thing’ (Leeds, Female, 40–44, Win.). How
ever, e-cargo cycling may also function as virtue signalling, similar to 
conventional cycling (Green et al., 2011; Horton, 2003).

In short, e-cargo bike citizenship is for many a family citizenship, in 
contrast with cycling citizenship, which usually involves one person. It 
combines freedom and flexibility associated with automobility, seen as 
‘essential’ for family life (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2009), with the health 
and environmental benefits of cycling, thereby promoting active and 
sustainable family lifestyles.

4.3. Interacting with local communities

4.3.1. Social interactions and community engagement
Our analysis indicates that e-cargo bike practices foster interactions 

between participating households with their friends, neighbours, or 
even strangers as they navigate different local geographical spaces such 
as neighbourhood streets, main roads, schools or supermarkets. These 
interactions also occurred beyond geographical spaces, in households’ 
social spaces like their family, gym or workplace, where discussions 
occurred around the e-cargo bike and the trial. These interactions may 
also influence others to change their behaviours, as a Leeds interviewee 
noted: ‘People were really noticing it a lot and asking us about it a lot 

C. Glachant et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               Geoforum 166 (2025) 104416 

6 



and realising that we were using it and it was something that they could 
possibly use’ (Leeds, Female, 40–44, Win.). Multiple participants re
ported overall positive community responses: 

‘Overwhelmingly positive, ridiculous. Like people wanting to come 
and talk to me, children wanting to get in it. We’ve constantly got 
visitors in the bike, parents at nursery wanting to come and ask 
questions about it, but just, you know, everyone’ (Leeds, Female, 
40–44, Sum.).
‘Getting the smiles and the nods and the looks from other cyclists or 
pedestrians or anything else, particularly people at the school, they 
always seem to very positive and interested in it’ (Oxford, Male, 
30–34, Sum.).

For a winter trial participant in Brighton, riding an e-cargo bike 
enhanced their feeling of belonging to the local community: ‘You defi
nitely feel like in Hove a sense of community because people recognise 
the bike and then they always wave at the kids, like the people on the 
flower stand or from the shop, they shout ‘morning’ every morning to 
the kids on the bike and people acknowledge that it’s you because of the 
bike’ (Brighton, Female, 25–29, Win.). Unlike cars, which often protect 
users from social contact (Barker, 2009), e-cargo bikes encourage 
engagement with local communities, reflecting elements of cycling 
citizenship as being ‘on the outside’ (Aldred, 2010, p. 28). This may help 
address the decline in community feeling linked to automobility (Freund 
& Martin, 2007).

A key vector of these interactions is the presence of passengers, who 
engage with people outside the e-cargo bike. Children often wave and 
chat with people. For instance, an Oxford participant noted that their 
child loves looking out from the e-cargo bike as they would from a car 
window, ‘just seeing everything a bit closer up and not as fast going past 
him’ (Oxford, Male, 30–34, Sum.). The participant added that their child 
‘is just constantly being observant and inquisitive about everything that 
[they] go past and why [they]’re doing something on the bike and why 
are [they] on this side of the road, why aren’t [they] on the path and that 
sort of stuff so been really inquisitive about cycling proficiency’. E-cargo 
bike rides seem to allow passengers to connect more closely with their 
environment compared to the confined space of a car, where interaction 
with the outside is optional (Barker, 2009). Moreover, having children 
as passengers altered how the behaviour of some motorists, who are 
‘more careful because of the presumption of children being in the front’ 
(Oxford, Male, 30–34, Sum.).

4.3.2. Novelty and Judgement
The relative novelty of cargo bikes in the UK, including non-electric 

ones, attracts attention. A participant recounted their experiences: 

‘[E-cargo bikes] are not everywhere, so it’s got a kind of novelty, it 
draws attention, you know, we definitely get, and the kids kind of 
like that (…) even when I had the old cargo bike that I had, that 
wasn’t electric one, you know, if you went through town the kids 
were like, ‘whoa that’s so cool’, but also there’s a slight madness to it 
as well when you’re loaded up, because they’re not everywhere, 
they’re not (…) commonplace, you’re like ‘oh, my God, he’s got 
three kids in that’’ (Brighton, Female, 40–44, Sum.).

Despite generally positive local reactions, some participants feel 
alienated. One noted, ‘The [e-cargo bike] feels very niche, and I felt like I 
was some sort of (…) weirdo with the [e-cargo] bike, (…) everyone 
looks at it (…) you could tell like ‘you’re thinking that’s a clown bike’’ 
(Leeds, Female, 30-34, Win.). This participant also explained that, 
despite this perception, e-cargo bikes are seen more positively than 
regular bicycles, reflecting the less confrontational traffic interactions 
mentioned in Section 4.1.: ‘As I said before, people shout at me often 
when I was commuting on a normal bike, whereas on the cargo [bike], 
perhaps they think you’re a lunatic, but they don’t say anything and 
shout at you.’ (Leeds, Female, 30–34, Win.). These wordings may un
dermine the e-cargo bike’s legitimacy as a serious mobility option.

Judgment is common, especially regarding parenting and trans
porting children. A winter trial participant explains that adults judged 
them at the school gate ‘Adults were like, ‘oh, you’re the nutcase who 
rides your kids to school on a bike’’ (Brighton, Male, 45–49, Win.). 
Another participant shared similar reactions: ‘They’re flabbergasted that 
we might cycle places with the girls on the back and a lot of like ‘oh do 
you feel safe? Do you not worry about them?’ and those kinds of com
ments. But again I think that’s just the projection of other people’s fears 
really’ (Leeds, Female, 40–44, Win.). These quotes illustrate broader 
perceptions of cycling as risky in the UK, especially with children, 
contrasting with the perceived safety of car use, which is seen as a 
retreat from ‘the outside’ and from fear of traffic (Horton, 2007). 
Another participant, who borrowed a long john e-cargo bike, described 
fellow families at their children’s cricket club reacting: ‘They look at it 
and think ‘that’s really odd, I’ve never seen anything like that before’ 
(Leeds, Male, 40–44, Sum.). This participant suggested that reactions 
might differ for a long-tail e-cargo bike, which resembles a conventional 
bicycle more closely.

In sum, e-cargo bike citizenship develops through the interactions 
between riders, passengers and local communities in public space, 
echoing cycling citizenship, which is shaped ‘on the outside’ (Aldred, 
2010, p. 28). At the same time, passengers mediate these interactions, as 
in a car. Despite predominantly positive interactions, e-cargo bike use is 
often viewed as unconventional or even risky, like cycling, in a society 
where automobility is the norm.

5. Conclusion

This article formulated the new concept of ‘e-cargo bike citizenship’ 
to describe how it challenges both automobility and vélomobility in the 
context of transitioning to more sustainable urban mobility. Our 
approach involved analysing interview data collected from e-cargo bike 
users across three UK cities, as part of trial loans of e-cargo bikes.

The findings of this study centre around three main themes. First, e- 
cargo bike citizenship seems to expand cycling identities, shifting the 
perception from leisure to utility cyclists, in the British low cycling 
context. We find that e-cargo bike citizenship challenges the negative 
associations of cycling that are very much entrenched in British mobility 
culture, thereby normalising (e-cargo) cycling practices. Second, e-cargo 
bike citizenship is for many a family citizenship. It challenges both 
vélomobility – by fulfilling families’ time-pressured commitments that 
often make them automobile-dependent – and automobility – by 
enabling them to have more active and low-carbon lifestyles. Third, e- 
cargo bike citizens interact with local communities, often through their 
passengers. These interactions are mostly positive but are also marked 
by the unconventionality of e-cargo bikes, sometimes raising (perceived) 
safety concerns for the transport of children.

What do these findings imply in relation to automobility and 
vélomobility in the context of mobility transitions? Our study suggests 
that e-cargo bike citizenship not only challenges automobility, but could 
expand vélomobility in two ways. First, e-cargo bikes may help 
normalise cycling in Britain, which is often considered ‘abnormal’ 
(Horton & Jones, 2015) and even ‘stigmatised’ (Aldred, 2013a) while 
automobility is normal and dominant. This shift is key for moving away 
from automobility towards more sustainable mobilities such as cycling, 
where cultural perceptions hinder cycling adoption (Horton & Jones 
2015). Second, e-cargo bike citizenship often involves several people, 
hence broadening cycling citizenship from the individual to the family 
scale and surpassing the individuality of cycling. We especially see the 
potential to reduce families’ dependency on cars by combining the ad
vantages of both cars and bicycles: carrying children and shopping while 
being active and reducing energy use and emissions, in line with existing 
cargo bike research, especially in relation to parenting (Bjørnarå et al., 
2020; Dowling & Maalsen, 2020; Marincek et al., 2024; Thomas, 2022).

Further, e-cargo cycling appears to enable interactions ‘inside’ be
tween the rider and passenger(s), somewhat reminiscent of automobile 
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citizenship, although typically with less comfort and varying depending 
on the type of cargo bike. At the same time, riders are connected 
‘outside’ to their local community, echoing cycling citizenship. E-cargo 
bikes can then cultivate a cycling culture not only at the family level but 
also within the local community between different road and space users. 
Their local rootedness challenges automobility on the spatial aspect, as 
e-cargo bike citizenship legitimises e-cargo bike practices in a space 
often shared with cars.

With the novel concept of ‘e-cargo bike citizenship’, we contribute to 
scholarship on mobile citizenships that had focused on automobiles and 
bicycles, but not on e-cargo bikes – a relatively new addition to our 
mobility systems. By examining how such citizenship might challenge 
automobility and vélomobility, we broaden the focus from mode shift 
and infrastructure interventions that currently dominate in mobility 
transitions approaches to a better consideration of socio-cultural ele
ments such as citizenships. Furthermore, our study contributes to 
emerging literature on cargo bikes and identity formation, often focused 
on parenting, with its explicit focus on citizenship.

Several potential limitations should be considered and can lead to 
future research. The analysis revealed that transport-related citizenships 
are context-dependent. While our study focused on the UK, where 
cycling and e-cargo bike use are marginal, it would be relevant to 
investigate e-cargo bike citizenship in other places, such as high-cycling 
contexts where e-cargo bikes are more common, and supposedly iden
tities more established. The second limitation concerns the trial setting 
of the study, which lasted for one month per household, except for the 
11 winter trial participants. The one-month trial duration is deemed 
short for the establishment of citizenship, and a longer-term study with 
e-cargo bike owners could be valuable to corroborate our findings.

Our findings on e-cargo bike citizenship have policy implications. We 
hope to have shown that e-cargo bikes could play a role in transitioning 
from automobility to more sustainable mobility in cities, like cycling, 
but also beyond cycling, given their potential to expand it. Promoting e- 
cargo bike use could enable a shift in representations from cycling for 
recreation to cycling for utility. Such shift could legitimate cyclist 
identities in the eyes of motorists in the UK, as it would frame cycling as 
a necessary and purposeful activity. Nonetheless, it could also result in 
increased tensions between cargo cyclists and car drivers due to 
competition for road space and the large size of e-cargo bikes, high
lighting the need to develop appropriate infrastructure. Also, given the 
emphasis on cycle commuting in UK-based active travel research and 
policy in recent years (see for instance Lovelace et al., 2017; Wardman 
et al., 2007), we invite policymakers to consider other types of utility (e- 
cargo) cycling, like grocery shopping and school runs, that receive less 
attention. As cycle commuting in the UK is male-dominated (Aldred 
et al., 2016), e-cargo bikes may help include more women and children 
in utility cycling.
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