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S E C T I O N  1 :  B A C K G R O U N D  /  S C O P E 

A report was recently released1 which revealed that bicycle usage in San Francisco has increased by 

71% in the past five years alone. This is largely credited to the significant restructuring that streets are 

undergoing to make them more bike-friendly—such as creating separate bike lanes—since fear of being 

hit by a car is the #1 reason people don’t bike more. 

I undertook this project to explore this explosion of cycling in the city. As a long time cyclist myself, I 

was curious to find out what inspired these new cyclists to hit the streets and what their journey to  

becoming a regular cyclist was like. The national average for the percentage of trips taken by bike is 

1%, but in San Francisco it’s 3.5%; clearly we are a national leader regarding bike policies. However it 

is far behind the number one city, Portland, at 6%—and that is dwarfed by much of Europe. In Copen-

hagen and Amsterdam, near 30% of all trips are made by bike, so there is obviously the opportunity for 

the number of trips made by bike in San Francisco to continue to grow substantially.

By better understanding what the common issues are 

among new bike commuters, I hope to come up with an 

idea for a technology-based solution which can somehow 

simplify the process, and then turn that project into my 

master’s thesis next year. But first, I am focusing on bet-

ter understanding the experience of new bike commuters.  

“2011 Bicycle Count Report for the City of San Francisco.”  
San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency. December 2011.

S E C T I O N  2 :  M E T H O D S  U S E D

OBSERVATIONS

I did three observations during this project. The first was done independently at a heavily used in-

tersection along the official bike route in San Francisco. The second was done as part of an ongoing 

research project by San Francisco Bicycle Coalition (the city’s largest bike advocacy group) where 

I tracked the number of pedestrians and cyclists at a specific location for two hours. For the third 

observation I attending a meeting sponsored by San Francisco Municipal Transit Authority (SFMTA; 

the agency in charge of road building and maintenance) about a proposed redesign of a busy street to 

San Francisco has seen a  

71% increase in cycling in just the 

past 5 years. I wanted to find out 

who these cyclists are what it  

was like for them learning how  

to navigate the city by bike. 
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better accommodate bikes and listened to the feedback of the attendees, who generally either strongly 

supported or opposed the change.  

INTERVIEWS

I interviewed a total of 8 people for this project. I began by doing 2 interviews that would give me with 

a better understand of the major issues around cycling in San Francisco. The first was with the Policy 

Director for the San Francisco Bicycle Coalition and the other was with a neighborhood activist who 

works closely with the SFMTA on issues related to cycling and traffic calming. I subsequently inter-

viewed 6 people who have become regular cyclists in San Francisco over the past year; 5 in-person 

and one over the phone. The appendix has the transcripts of the interviews.

SURVEY

I designed, pre-tested and ran a 20-question survey for people who regularly cycle in San Francisco. In 

order to find the target audience, I offered an incentive of $50 in gift certificates and promoted it in nu-

merous ways. That included placing flyers in numerous local bike shops, handing them out in person to 

cyclists in Golden Gate Park on the weekends, posting a link to the survey on a number of local, bike-

related websites and an email blast to the School of Information’s community list. It ran for 3 weeks 

and I ended up with 59 responses. A few highlights from my results and the entire survey (questions 

and results) are in the appendix. 

EXPERIENCE MAP

I distilled some of the common themes from my interviews with new cyclists into an experience map, 

in which I broke down the process of becoming a regular cyclist into 6 phases. This is reproduced in 

Section 3: Major Findings

 

S E C T I O N  3 :  M A J O R  F I N D I N G S 

COMMON BARRIERS

When someone does begin the journey of becoming a regular cyclist, it takes time to both physically 

acclimate and gain the necessary skills for riding on the street. My findings show that while there are 

many different reasons people take up cycling, they tend to experience specific barriers at similar 

phase in the process. They deal with the issues common to that phase before moving onto the next 

one, where they face a new set of issues to consider. This resulted in being able to match specific bar-
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riers to the phases that they usually occur in. Following is a list of some of the more common barriers 

in the chronological order of when they might be an issue for a rider, based on their experience level as 

a cyclist. 

BARRIERS FOR SOMEONE WHO WANTS TO BE A CYCLIST: 

Not having functioning bike (“I don’t want to invest in buying one before know if it’s going to work out”, 

“I don’t know what kind of bike will be best for my needs”)

BARRIERS FOR SOMEONE WHO IS NEW TO CYCLING:

Little/no experience cycling on the street, so don’t know rules of the road (“who is going to teach me—

do I have a friend I can ask?”, “I want to practice cycling before going into traffic”, “I don’t know how do 

I make a left turn...I feel stupid!”)

BARRIERS FOR SOMEONE WITH A BIT OF CYCLING EXPERIENCE:

The best routes for cycling are difficult to identify (“how do I find the bike routes when I’m on my bike?”, 

“I didn’t expect this huge hill, I can’t ride up this!”, “I just took the route I usually drive, but didn’t real-

ize how scary it would be riding with so much car traffic”)

BARRIERS FOR SOMEONE WHO IS GETTING MORE COMFORTABLE AS A CYCLIST:

Not having the right gear (“I can’t be out at night because I don’t have a light”, “I can’t go out when it’s 

wet because I don’t have fenders”, “I have too much stuff to carry on my bike”, “I don’t have money for 

all this fancy gear I want”)

COMMON SUCCESS FACTORS

What separates the person who would like to become a cyclist from the person who actually does? I 

found a set of common factors which were present, in various degrees, in the experiences of all the 

cyclists I spoke with and contributed to their moving forward in the process. 

• Being influenced (and supported) by people in their lives who already cycle

• Having a clear idea of how cycling would make their lives easier / more fun

•  Getting help procuring a bike (a neighbor who does a tune-up for a discount, a loaner bike from a col-

league, advice on what kind of bike is best from friends)

•  Assistance from an experienced cyclist in learning the rules of the road and and what routes were 

bike-friendly.

•  Continued support and guidance (mentorship) from experienced cyclists as the new rider becomes 

more comfortable and willing to move onto the next phase. 
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EXPERIENCE MAP

I distilled all these findings into an experience map which breaks down the process of becoming a 

regular cyclist into distinct phases and identifies the common concerns a cyclist may have during each 

phase. I would like to reiterated that this applies to people who want to become regular cyclists as op-

posed to a casual cyclist; if someone chooses to stay at a lower phase it certainly doesn’t imply failure.

 

S E C T I O N  4 :  C O N C L U S I O N S  /  F U T U R E  W O R K

I have tremendously enjoyed working on this project and feel I’ve just scratched the surface of a com-

plex and fascinating issue. I intend to keep working on this project and refine the experience map to 

accommodate new findings. Beyond continuing to interview new cyclists, I would also like to interview 

those who want to become cyclists but don’t yet feel confident enough to start the process. I will also 

present my findings to some of the cycling advocates I’ve met while working on this project to get their 

feedback, and look for existing research that relate to the issue. 

I hope use my findings as a starting point for my thesis project. As I move forward, I will be looking for a 

product or service idea which could lower some of the barriers to becoming a regular cyclist.

 

PHASE 1:

INTENTION
PHASE 2:

PREPARATION
PHASE 3:

TRAINING 
WHEELS

PHASE 4:

LEISURE
RIDING

PHASE 5:

MODE OF 
TRANSIT

Becoming aware they 
may be able to do it 
after all, but not yet  
taking action

Stymied by logistics  
(lack of bike, fear of  
cycling with traffic, etc)

The highly motivated 
get to the next phase...

Taking action:  
getting bike ready
(buy, borrow, fix) and 
getting the most  
critical gear

Deciding on a goal 
(fitness event,  
commuting, leisure)

Once the logistics are 
resolved, moving onto 
the next phase...

“ I rode a friend’s  
bike around the  
block and realized 
that I actually could  
do this.”

“ The bike mechanic 
next door gave 
me a discount on 
a tune up for my 
bike”

Getting comfortable 
with being on bike  
and learning how to 
deal with traffic

Often accompanied by 
a more experienced 
rider acting as a guide

Often done in a park 
or low-traffic area

Once a bit more  
confident, starts...

“ The first time I  
approached a stop 
sign with a car, I  
realized I didn’t 
know what to do”

Riding with some 
regularity: primarily  
for leisure/fitness  
(becomes a habit)

Often done with  
others who suggest 
routes/locations; a 
social activity

Becomes increasingly 
more confident, ready 
to transition to.....

“ We’d go riding 
most weekends and 
I was learning the 
routes in different 
parts of the city”

Cycling becomes a 
way to accomplish 
tasks: exercise is now 
secondary goal 

An ingrained habit:  
not a decision to be  
made every time  
consider cycling

Lifestyle has adjusted 
to allow for this, so  
becomes a natural 
transit choice 

“ I do everything I 
can by bike now: 
I only use my car 
when I have to”

EXPERIENCE MAP: BECOMING A REGULAR CYCLIST

PHASE 0:

PRE-
INTENTION

Influenced by people 
around them who bike

Having the interest,  
but not yet seeing  
themselves capable  
of it 

Something happens 
to make it seem more 
feasible...

“ I always thought 
it was cool, I just 
didn’t see myself 
doing it”




