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Abstract
The threat of global warming is a key driver in need for non-motorised forms of travel such as
cycling. Cycling is also a solution to a healthier, mobile population. However, Muslims,
particularly females from south Asian communities appear reluctant to take up this healthy
form of transport and leisure activity.
The aim of this research is to understand the barriers and policies preventing Muslim women
from cycling, focusing on the experiences from this group in East London. The research
objectives are to understand policy development on cycling and to consider the impact of these
policies on the number of cyclists in the UK and specifically, London. The research also seeks
to assess the number of female Muslim cyclists as a percentage of the overall number of cyclists
in London. Furthermore, this research aims to determine the barriers to increasing the uptake
of cycling within this community. Ultimately this research seeks to identify ways in which
these barriers can be reduced.
This research concludes that there are barriers to cycling amongst Muslim women, founded
largely on cultural and religious beliefs at family and community level. Other barriers include
concern about security and safety, the cost of cycling and practical issues such as modest dress.
The study finds that effective strong leadership and appropriate policy support can address
these barriers, through education about the benefits of cycling, training, and investment in
adequate cycling infrastructure. Women can be empowered if cycling in groups, and leaders
within these groups can fill the gap in terms of providing role models for women interested in
cycling.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Modern-day society is challenged by widespread issues including climate change, global
warming, and health epidemics such as obesity (An et al., 2018). This research views cycling
as offering a partial solution to these issues, provided the entire population has access to cycling
and is willing to shift from motorised transport to non-motorised cycling. Focusing on ethnic
minorities and specifically Muslim women living in London, this research adds to the discourse
that this cohort accounts for a small proportion of cyclists in London. This introductory chapter
contextualises the research problem and sets out the aim and objectives of the study, whilst
signposting the rest of the paper.

DEFRA (2017) points out that a high proportion of greenhouse gas emissions are from
motorised transport, and accounts for 80% of carbon dioxide concentrations negatively
affecting air quality thus, contributing to climate change. The need to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions has led to commitment from the United Kingdom (UK) government to reduce 80%
of emissions by 2050, with the Committee on Climate Change (CCC, 2019) suggesting cycling
is an action people should perform to reduce their carbon footprint to help meet the climate
change goals. The Department for Transport (DfT, 2017) and Public Health England (PHE,
2016), advise that to increase cycling, behavioural change programs coupled with cycling
infrastructure is required to maximise the value of this activity, which could also see reduced
pressure on the National Health Service.

In recent years, the profile of cycling as a partial solution to climate change and air pollution
has been raised through several reports including the Commons Select Committee (CSC, 2019)
who not only recognise the benefits of cycling, but also point out that an increase in policy
support is needed for this form of transport (HCTC, 2019). The committee also recommend
that the UK government sets more ambitious targets for walking and cycling, and provide a
“strategy for enabling people to get out of their cars and make the switch to active travel for
short trips or as part of a longer journey” (CSC, 2019, p.1), further stating that an increase in
financial investment is needed to achieve these goals. The report stresses that policies will only
be successful if all communities make the shift towards clean travel such as cycling, further
implying that in some communities where there is little uptake of cycling, for example within
ethnic minorities in the UK, an increase in cycling may be difficult to achieve (CSC, 2019).
Low level cycling amongst ethnic minorities is recorded by TfL (2010), reporting that eight
out of ten cyclists are white and within this cohort, men cycle more than women, adding that
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only 2.6% of all cyclists in England are from the Black Asian Minority Ethnic (BAME)
community, with 71% of residents from this group in London professing to never having
cycled, compared to 57% of their white counterparts. These claims are supported in a detailed
study conducted by Bowles Green Ltd (2008) who explore ways to engage ethnic minority
communities in cycling, especially as there is low level participation amongst Asian ethnic
communities, which is having adverse impacts on transport policies as well as health and urban
planning. Focusing on Indian, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi communities in the UK, the study
also found that there are higher levels of coronary heart disease, diabetes and mental health
issues within this group, with suggestions that such health problems can be reduced through
regular exercise. Furthermore, the study reveals that more Asian men participate in physical
activity than Asian women, where the latter were more likely to participate in indoor keep-fit
than outdoor physical activity Bowles Green Ltd (2008). Examination of statistics also reveal
that 5% of Pakistani men cycle, and 0% of Bangladeshi women cycle which are significantly
lower cycling levels than the 16% for men and 8% for women of the whole UK population
(Bowles Green Ltd, 2008).

Janvaria (2018) studied the barriers of cycling, which focussed on the Indian community in
Northern England and despite the community being diverse in religion, the barriers hindering
cycling were mainly found amongst Muslim women in the study. The research concluded that
there is a need for further exploration of the Islamic culture and its limitations for women in
terms of cycling. These recommendations are reinforced by similar studies such as Cox (2015)
and Aldred and Jungnickel (2014), who point out that cycling can be encouraged if there is an
understanding of how cycling behaviours can be shaped by cultural norms that have nothing to
do with cycling.

The recent global Covid-19 pandemic emphasises the need for healthy forms of travel to not
only promote good health but also prevent further spread of the virus. The DfT (2020) reveal
that this pandemic has seen an increase in cycling, thus being a stimulus for a £2billion
investment programme in cycling and associated infrastructure, across England (DfT, 2020).
However, concerns remain over whether ethnic minorities avail these programmes (Sustrans,
2020a). Winters et al. (2017) suggest that car reduction can be achieved through policies that
consider the diversity of society and economy along with city design, cycle routes, and
appreciation of the barriers that prevent active travel. Despite increased attention and policies
supporting cycling as an alternative to motorised transport, there is little work exploring the
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barriers that affect Muslim Women from cycling in London (Ali, 2015). It is important to set
the context of this study by understanding where the Muslim population reside in London.

According to the National Census (ONS, 2011) there are 1,012,823 Muslims residing in
London, which is a 35% increase on the 2001 Census. This equates to an estimated third of
London’s population, with the London boroughs of Tower Hamlets, Newham, Hackney,
Waltham Forest, and Redbridge each comprising of more than 40% Muslims, as represented
in Figure 1. These boroughs will be included in this study and referred to as ‘East London’.
These local authorities are also included in the top 20 local authorities in England and Wales
with the highest percentage of Muslims (Nomis, 2011).

Study
Area

Figure 1: Muslim distribution in London (Nomis, 2011).

In summary, there is a case for cycling from a health and environmental perspective,
particularly amongst Asian communities. However, it is also clear that the uptake of cycling is
extremely low, particularly amongst Muslim women. This may be because of cultural and
religious issues, however, there appears to be little research on this issue. Given the importance
of cycling for the entire population, it is argued that the issue of cycling amongst female
Muslims within ethnic minority communities needs to be addressed, to facilitate the success of
the cycling agenda in the UK. It is evident from Figure 1 that there is a significant concentration
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of Muslims in East London, as such this research will focus on this area of London to optimise
the reliability of the research findings.

Aim and Objectives
The aim of this research is to understand the barriers and policies preventing Muslim women
from cycling in East London. To achieve this aim, it is important to set out the hypothesis
‘Group rides enable Muslim women to cycle’ which will help answer the following two
research questions
•

What are the barriers to cycling amongst Muslim women?

•

Can these barriers be addressed through specific policies and initiatives focusing on
cultural issues?

The research objectives are to
•

Understand policy development on cycling

•

Consider the impact of these policies in the number of cyclists in the UK and London

•

Assess the number of Muslim women cyclists as a percentage of the overall number of
cyclists in London

•

Determine the barriers to increasing the uptake of this means of travel within this
community and

•

Identify ways in which these barriers can be reduced/removed.

Structure
This dissertation is presented in seven chapters, continuing with Chapter 2 Background
Information which provides a brief history of cycling in the UK and associated policies to date.
Chapter 3, the Literature Review provides a critical analysis of existing and relevant studies
relating to ethnic minorities and levels of physical exercise and cycling, as well as identifying
a gap in literature which this study aims to address. Chapter 4 explores theory and describes
the chosen conceptual framework by which the main research will be undertaken. The research
design is explained and justified in Chapter 5 Methodology, and the data collected is presented,
analysed, and discussed in Chapter 6. The dissertation concludes with Chapter 7 Conclusion,
Limitations of this study as well as providing Recommendations for further research to validate
the conclusions of this work.
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Chapter 2: Background
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a background to cycling in the UK, focusing on
history and related policies.

UK Cycling History
Cycling in the UK goes back over 140 years, starting with the emergence of safer and more
affordable bicycles, the mid-1890s saw nearly two million people cycling in Britain
(Rubinstein, 1977). The positive impacts of cycling on British society not only affected men
but also saw a surge in cycling amongst women, especially following the ‘Cycling Craze’
of 1895. It is understood that cycling peaked in 1949, accounting for 37% modal share
(Golbuff and Aldred, 2011; BMA, 2012). However, due to popularity and increase in
motorised transportation by 1950, cycling levels started to decrease sharply and continued
to decline for the next two decades to an 11% of modal share by 1973 (Golbuff and Aldred,
2011), with Oosterhuis (2016), Cohen (2010) and Woodcock et al., (2007) also agreeing
that the motor car was largely responsible for this decrease. It is argued that other factors,
highlighted by Golbuff and Aldred (2011) including policies such as predict and provide
which focused on tackling road congestion by increasing road capacity, are responsible for
the current levels of cycling remaining low at a stubborn 2% of all trips in the UK.

In present-day society, car dominance and public transport has contributed to cycling levels
remaining low in the UK, with DfT (2017) pointing out that more than 80% of journeys of
less than 1 mile in England are made by public transport, with around 6% made by motor
vehicle, and the smallest shares on bike and foot. Although slightly longer journeys between
1 to 2 miles show increases in cycling, motor vehicles account for most journeys made over
1 mile, with cycling mode share reducing as journey distances increase. Figure 2 shows the
percentage of journeys of varying distances made by foot, bike, private motor vehicle and
public transport in England.
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Figure 2: Percentage of journeys by trip length and main mode in England in 2017 (House of Commons
Transport Committee, 2018, p.8, Figure 1).

The suggestion being a need to increase policies which support cycling, as set out in the next
section.

Cycling Policies
Increased focus on the benefits of cycling since the 1970’s by environmental and transport
pressure groups such as Greenpeace, Sustainable Transport (SUSTRANS) charity, London
Cycling Campaign, and Friends of the Earth, saw UK car-centric policies being challenged
(Golbuff and Aldred, 2011). Similar activism in Netherlands, resulted in a shift towards an
integrated land-use and transport policy approach aimed at reducing car-use and increasing
active modes of transport such as cycling (Keates, 2007). However, the UK government had
a less positive attitude towards cycling as they “erred on the side of caution, hesitant to
promote a mode of transport perceived as unsafe” (Golbuff and Aldred, 2011, p. 7).

It is suggested that continued pressure resulted in greater government attention to
environmental issues (Hayward, 2009), for example the need to combat climate change. This
resulted in the release of Planning Policy Guidance (PPG) 12 by the Department of
Environment, which asserted that new developments should be achieved in a way that
promoted sustainability through minimising the use of cars, thus reducing CO2 emissions
(Golbuff and Aldred, 2011).
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By the mid-nineties there was a significant leap forward for active travel in the UK, with the
formation of the National Cycling Network (NCN) forming walking and cycling routes
spanning 2,500 miles of traffic free paths and quiet lanes (Sustrans, 2020b). It is apparent
that through the profile of cycling constantly evolving, a shift in perception of cycling being
a niche sport, to an activity that could be enjoyed by all (TfL, 2015b).

Figure 3. Direct and indirect effects of road transport on human health and wellbeing (TFL, 2015b, p.5).

Despite the shift in perception, the APPCG (2013) recommended further investment in
cycling across the UK and assert that more focus needed to be placed on increasing cycling
for health and environmental reasons. The effects of not shifting to more healthier modes of
transportation than motorised vehicles, are represented Figure 3 which shows detrimental
impacts on people’s health and wellbeing.

After decades of being side-lined by motorised forms of transport, it is argued that the
importance of cycling in the 21st century is evidenced by inclusion of cycling promoting
measures in national and local policies including in the Mayor of London’s Transport
Strategy (GLA, 2018), which includes support to meet the aim of all Londoners to take 20
minutes of active travel daily, by 2041. Policy T5A of the draft London Plan (GLA, 2019)
supports the Mayor’s commitment to increasing investment in London’s cycling by
removing barriers that hinder people to take up cycling as a choice. There is increased
support in the draft New London Plan to invest in “new routes and improved infrastructure”
(GLA, 2019, P.467), with further investment as a result of the recent Covid-19 pandemic.
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At a local level, boroughs such as Waltham Forest and Hackney commit to the future of
cycling through their Local Plans and Cycling Strategies, which also aim to remove barriers
that deter walking and cycling. Waltham Forest propose initiatives such as further
integration of cycling routes to tackle road safety and legibility issues (LBWF, 2019), with
Hackney specifying route categories such as shorter local connector routes and quiet ways
to enable cyclists to connect to key destination around the wider London area.

Hackney acknowledge that there is still a lot of work to do in their borough to normalise
cycling (LBH, 2015), with the introduction of soft measures in their cycling strategy which
tackle culture and attitudes to cycling. For example, through TfL’s Cycle Market
Segmentation scheme, Hackney offer cycling programs to residents that have been identified
most resistant to cycling, such as low income and young couples with families.

Summary
In summary, the benefits of cycling and the importance of shifting towards more sustainable
modes of transport have increasingly been given importance in national and regional
planning and development policies. However, this background highlights that value for the
public sums invested in cycling can fully be achieved if all citizens are engaged in the
cycling agenda (CSC, 2019). Previous studies of UK cycling highlight the reluctance within
the Asian community to participate in cycling, particularly amongst Muslim women. This
research addresses this concern through further exploration of relevant literature, with the
next chapter considering the depth of current knowledge on this issue which also helps in
forming the basis for progressing this study.
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Chapter 3: Literature Review
This chapter provides the findings of a critical review of wider research on health and
exercise amongst ethnic minorities to establish whether any barriers or enablers of physical
exercise have previously been researched. The intention is to also identify any gap in
literature which can be addressed as part of this study.

Ethnic Minorities and Health
Based on 2011 Census data, the University of Manchester (Bécares, 2015) examine health
inequalities amongst ethnic minorities in the UK, finding more health disparities amongst
Pakistani and Bangladeshi women than others in the study. The research revealed 10%
higher rates of health issues in this group, than their white counterparts across the census
data for 1991, 2001 and 2011. The 2001 census also reveals that only 22% of Muslim women
in the UK over 65 are in very good or good health, compared to 47% of women over 65
overall (Ali, 2015). Data also shows that 70% of Muslim women report having limiting long
term illnesses, with 76% of Pakistani and 73% of Bangladeshi elderly women having long
term illnesses compared to the overall 56% female population who are over 65, in England
and Wales (Bécares, 2015). The research also highlights that these health inequalities were
much more acute in London in 2011 (Bécares, 2015).

In another study on the prevention of diabetes amongst the ethnic minorities, Gumber and
Gumber (2017) find inequalities amongst Muslim women contribute to their lack of
exercise, resulting in the mismanagement of diabetes and other long-term illnesses.
Considering this barrier “Muslim women may not be able to participate in certain activities
due to a lack of female-only classes with female instructors, thus hindering management of
diabetes and other long-term conditions” (ibid, p.127). The study also found that people
from Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups have an increased risk of
developing diabetes compared to their white British counterparts. These risks are influenced
by demographic and lifestyle factors including gender, genes, generation, geography,
religion, and lack of information on how to improve health. It is argued that there is a need
to recognise these factors to address health issues through increased knowledge about the
benefits of healthy eating and physical activity. Aljayyousi et al., (2019) agree that physical
inactivity is a major risk factor to chronic health issues particularly within the Muslim
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community, adding that family and culture have a strong influence on the attitudes, decisionmaking, and behaviours of young adults and others within a community. Hatefnia and
Raoofi (2019) and Rebecchi et al. (2016) point out that there are health benefits associated
with cycling, including scope for more people to take up cycling and other physical activity
to improve health and overall wellbeing.

It is apparent that Muslim women could also benefit from cycling, however it is argued that
there are barriers to participation among Muslim women (Song et al., 2017). The APCCG
(2013) make similar assertions by suggesting that there is potential to increase cycling within
various communities and particularly among women in ethnic minorities.

Murugesu (2018) considers the barriers to cycling among ethnic minorities, stating that there
are several reasons including practical issues such as a lack of storage space, overcrowded
homes, and a lack of experience of inner-city cycling. It is argued that to cycle in London,
one must be assertive, and this has historically been a barrier amongst ethnic minorities and
women who may feel that they do not have a sense of empowerment on London’s busy
streets (Murugesu 2018). There is also an understanding that “ethnic minorities would rather
sit in the safety of their cars than open themselves up to harassment on a bike” (Murugesu,
2018, p.1). Aldred (2018 cited by Murugesu, 2018) adds that there is a need to build
infrastructure to reflect the diversity of communities in London, with Transport for London
introducing Cycling Grants in London to encourage ethnic minorities to take up cycling,
however they note that due to barriers hindering certain communities to take up cycling, the
uptake of cycling is small.
It is argued that these barriers could be removed by tackling the issues at a community level,
as such it is relevant to investigate the role of community cycling clubs.

Role of Community Cycling Clubs
Recent headlines such as “TfL awards funding to community groups encouraging those of
all backgrounds to walk and cycle” (TfL, 2019) reflects a shift in focus from infrastructure
to community. Prominent authors of active travel support this shift as it can help shape
policies that consider culture rather than infrastructure alone, with Aldred and Jungnickel
(2014) asserting that “a focus on cycling culture is not opposed to a focus on infrastructure;
rather, it enriches it by linking the material and the symbolic and by drawing attention to
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ways in which culture shapes the impact of policy interventions” (Ibid, p.80). It can also be
taken from such statements, that simply investing money into community cycling, should
not be seen as a policy solution to get more people to cycle, the symbolic and cultural
influences that make people decide to cycle need to be understood , as indicated by
Murugesu (2018).
In 2018, Transport for London launched the ‘Walking and Cycling Grants’ and invested
£640,000 over two years on programs for community groups who are under-represented in
walking and cycling. The aim of the scheme was to promote walking and cycling as a means
of transport and exercise, and promote more cohesive communities (TfL, 2019). The grants
were awarded to 30 community groups across 32 London Boroughs, seeing benefits for
people from a wide range of communities including people with poor physical health, ethnic
minorities, and refugees. Amongst the 2019 grant recipients, Cycle Sisters a UK charity
based in Waltham Forest, received funds to help them expand to neighbouring borough of
Redbridge. The group originally set out to make cycling more inclusive, by inspiring and
enabling Muslim women to cycle through organised rides in the local community. The club
has access to bikes for hire, and the combination of cycling and social support has led to an
increase in the number of Muslim women cycling in the community. The charity has recently
extended their program to female youth to help reduce social isolation through cycling and
ensures that ride leaders are fully trained to safely lead rides and provide guidance on bike
maintenance (Rand, 2019).

It is apparent that there are ways of encouraging Muslim women to cycle, however studies
show that few members of this community make the shift from car to cycling and that this
may be caused by barriers to cycling that exist amongst this group. It is important to
understand the barriers to this shift in greater detail.

Barriers to Cycling Among Muslim Women
It is argued that the use of cycling is not only affected by the provision of infrastructure such
as bike lanes and accessibility to public bikes, it is also related to cultural issues, and gender
(Song et al., 2017). This point is reiterated by Vázquez (2017) who points out that the
government in Mexico City supports cycling through transport planning, the provision of
cycling infrastructure including access to bikes and bike lanes, yet the success of these
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strategies has been limited. In a study to understand cycling from a female perspective,
Vázquez (2017) found that the decision to cycle among women is based on personal skills,
and knowledge of the benefits of this form of exercise, as well as time and socio-cultural
factors. The latter was viewed as a barrier to openness to consider cycling, caused by
expectations and cultural norms within the community.

Hatefnia and Raoofi (2019) found similar barriers to exercise amongst Muslim women, in
that cultural and religious issue prevent Muslim women from participating in such activities.
For example, a study of Iranian Muslim working women, 50.7% of whom were in their
thirties with 24.4% above 40 years old, with two-thirds of participants being married,
revealed that religious belief had a strong impact on their willingness to exercise (Hatefnia
and Raoofi, 2019). The success of Muslim group cycling club such as with Cycle Sisters,
shows that there are ways of preserving religious beliefs and taking up exercise such as
cycling and that this barrier can be mitigated to enable more physical exercise such as
cycling (Rand, 2019).

Aljayyousi et al., (2019) explored the level of exercise by Muslim university students to
determine how participation in physical activity can be influenced by sociocultural factors.
Although the study sample was small with 20 undergraduate Muslim students, 50% of were
female students aged from 18 to 23 years. The research found that the decision to partake in
physical exercise was influenced by family health values, shaped by culture, and “implicitly
shaped by Islam” (Aljayyousi et al., 2019). The study found that males within the family
were role models for physical exercise, with other determinants including a health condition
which could motivate being physically active. It was also found that within this culture,
families generally prioritise work and academic achievement over physical activity. The
clear divide between males and females were from the male perspective where culture was
the main facilitator for their physical activity, whereas female participants indicate that
culture had a negative influence on their choice of physical activity (Aljayyousi et al., 2019).
It is accepted that these assertions are supported by wider studies such as of Hamzeh and
Oliver (2012) and Summers et al., (2018).

Whilst the above studies were carried out in Muslim countries, where there is likely to be
greater influence of family and religion, other studies have confirmed that the cultural
influences for Muslim women are also evident in Western countries. For example, in
17
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Australia, it is found that while women tend to dominate physical exercise classes in gyms,
Muslim women are underrepresented in gym-based exercise and physical activities in
general (Summers et al., 2018). Hamzeh and Oliver (2012) argue that the trend of Muslim
women not taking part in physical activities is also common in other multi-cultural regions
such as North America, Europe, and Australia. Ibid. assert that the issue is a lack of
participation in school physical education, in part due to cultural barriers when participating
in physical activities and in part due to a lack of facilities and processes to accommodate
Muslim norms in dress for girls and restrictions on body exposure, as well as physical
contact between boys and girls, rather than a lack of interest in exercise ( Hamzeh and Oliver
2012)

Summers et al., (2018) insist that to increase participation in physical exercises amongst
Muslim women, there is a need to consider the impact of religion on the decision-making
process of this cohort. It is also accepted that there are wider issues that can impede cycling
in urban areas, for instance, Caldwell and Boyer (2019) carried out research in North
Carolina (USA), to understand the underuse of cycling infrastructure within the region,
despite decades of financial investment and planning for cyclists. The study involved men
and women of an average age of 40, the grounded theory-based research found that initiating
and sustaining the practice of cycling for commuting involves overlapping relationships
between the cyclist and other local cyclists, urban space, and the workplace (ibid, 2019).
The suggestion here being a need to support cycling through social learning between urban
planners and cyclist, thus ensuring those interested in bicycle commuting are not impeded
by hostile urban layouts that prioritise motorised forms of transport.

The inference of this section is that there is a need to understand the social and cultural
factors influencing Muslim women’s decision to exercise.

Social and Cultural Issues, and Physical Exercise
The preceding sections identify culture, social issues and und religion as influencing Muslim
women’s decision to exercise and the type of exercise (Song et al., 2017). This section
explores these issues in greater detail.
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Summers et al., (2018) make an interesting suggestion that cultural norms and Islamic
requirements of Muslim women can be viewed as rigid values within a set of practices that
are non-negotiable. However, they point out that the fact that a woman is a Muslim does not
in itself prevent the individual from participating in physical exercise, rather it is the
environment within which that exercise is carried out, is of importance. The suggestion
being that if an exercise does not compromise social norms of Islam, such as male and female
interaction and the need to cover the body, then it is acceptable for a woman to participate
in this activity. That said, if there are few women within the Muslim community cycling,
then this can impede others from taking up the exercise, as it is deemed to be on the
boundaries of acceptance within the community (Summers et al., 2018). It is also argued
that encouragement to participate in activities such as cycling, need to have demonstratable
male support within the family and the wider community (Hamzeh and Oliver, 2012).
Summers et al., (2018) point out that the degree of a Muslim’s religiosity is based on the
extent to which the “five pillars” of their faith are observed. This includes a belief in one
God, preforming prayers five times a day and almsgiving, as well as fasting during the month
of Ramadan and making the pilgrimage to Mecca. In Islamic culture, being religious means
having unquestionable observance of practices recommended through the holy book, and
this includes a requirement to take care of the body by eating a healthy diet and exercise
(Summers et al., 2018). This can be difficult for Muslim woman to negotiate whilst publicly
exercising because of the religious rules on modesty (Dagkas and Benn, 2006). Sehlikoglu
(2016) makes a similar point suggesting that it can be problematic for a Muslim woman to
participate in physical exercise without thinking that such movements of the human body
could be contrary to the need to control bodily movements in public, and avoid anything that
will make a woman appear immodest.

It is accepted that cultural views including the role of men in Islam may be an influencing
factor in willingness and freedom of Muslim women to participate in sport (Hoodfar, 2015).
This point is touched on in another study, where Li et al. (2015) examined the habits of
female and male undergraduates in Oman and Pakistan and compared these exercise habits
to those of U.S. undergraduates. The study found that levels of exercise activity were lower
in students from Pakistan and from Oman compared to the U.S., and more men than women
participated in exercise in all three countries. It was found that Omani students participated
in physical exercise to improve their health, with Omani women more likely to exercise than
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their male counterparts. In contrast women and men from Pakistan were driven to exercise
as a means of relaxing and of improving their appearance. The inference being that whilst
ethnic minority men and women had different reasons for exercising, there was a willingness
to exercise, which raises the possibility that Muslim women can be persuaded to cycle.

In contrast to the findings of Li et.al, Mirsafian et al. (2014) that most female Iranian
university students had a negative attitude to sports and chose not to participate in team
sports or exercise. The study concluded that this lack of interest stemmed from the absence
of role models encouraging physical activity amongst them. It is argued that the barriers
therefore may be different for Muslim women from different ethnic backgrounds, indicating
that specific cultures can affect willingness to cycle. Summers et al., (2018) agree that social
and cultural barriers exist, adding that economic barriers and a general disinterest in sport
can also hinder participation in physical exercise. This could be attributed to a lack of
knowledge of physical exercises and a lack of marketing targeting this group in terms of
taking exercise. Toffoletti and Palmer (2017) make a similar point suggesting that it is
necessary to address the barriers for women in sport by considering the cultural issue as well
as from a consumer and fan of sport perspective. In other words, instead of focusing on
health issues, more Muslim women may be attracted to cycling through effective marketing
showing Muslim women interested in sports, and having access to information about how
to access cycling.

Urban Planning and Cycling in Muslim Communities
Based on the above discussion, it is argued that a physical activity such as cycling is hindered
by social and cultural issues, however, as pointed out by Summers et al., (2018) there is little
focus on educating or changing the mindset of women in the Muslim community to make
activities such as cycling more attractive. Sagaris and de Dios Ortuzar (2015) arguing that
cycling can help alleviate environmental issues as a sustainable transport option people can
take, at the same time this form of exercise can address social health concerns. The point
being that effective urban planning, including the provision of measures to facilitate cycling,
can mitigate the impacts of segregation and discrimination whilst reducing exclusion and
vulnerability (Sagaris and de Dios Ortuzar, 2015). This can only be achieved if the planning
system develops a greater understanding of contextual factors particularly those linked to
local cultures that reflect user behaviour. It follows that there is also a need for urban
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planners and policy makers to understand the institutional arrangements that define the
interaction of local culture with the urban social and physical environment.

A study carried out by Verkeerskunde (2019) suggests a link between urban planning and
willingness of migrant women to cycle in the Netherlands. The study points out that in the
1970s and 1980s policies encouraging cycling excluded this group, as such measures were
taken to the National Road Safety Plan 1984-1985 to provide traffic information to these
communities focusing on Turkish and Moroccan women in 1986. The policymakers were
aware that the uptake of cycling was impeded by culture and lack of knowledge amongst
these groups. Progress was made by providing cycling training and information on the rules
of the road. The policy had some success, however barriers remained Vereerskunde (2019).

As indicated above, there has been increasing importance placed on cycling as a healthy and
clean form of sustainable transport, evidenced at a national level through CSC (2019) and a
London level in the London Plan (GLA, 2019; TfL 2018). It is acknowledged that there has
been progress in promoting cycling in cities such as London, largely through the provision
of cycling lanes, public bicycles, and other physical infrastructure. This is because cycling
is typically viewed as a sustainable mode of transport and an integral part of a sustainable
transport system, a such it is also an important part of urban and transport planning. This has
stimulated a transition from motorised travel to cycling which has required overcoming
systemic institutional and civil society obstacles (de Boer and Caprotti, 2017). Koglin (2015)
agrees that the way to promote cycling within communities is thorough effective planning
which provides the necessary infrastructure required for cyclists and promote cycling as
alternative to motorised travel (Koglin, 2015). Rebecchi et al., (2016) agrees, adding that a
key element affecting the choice of transport is the circulation network in the city, and this
in turn is influenced by the urban morphology and infrastructural facilities. However, there
is also a need to address cycling from a social perspective, using the planning system to
educate and collaborate with diverse communities (Majedi et al., 2015).

Encouraging Cycling for Muslim Women
As mentioned earlier, there are barriers impeding Muslim women cycling in Muslim and
multi-cultural countries. To understand how planning can support this group in cycling, this
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section considers literature that identifies measures taken in cities such as Copenhagen that
have been successful in diversifying cycling.

It is argued that the key to increasing the number of women cycling in London is to focus
on the relationship between planning and societal development. It is essential therefore to
address the issue of cycling in terms of social issues, as opposed to the subjective-idealistic
concepts of traditional theory (Majedi et al., 2015). In other words, it is important to
understand the social relations and the organisation of planning to ascertain why some cities
are more successful in diversifying cycling in cities (Koglin, 2015).

For example, bicycle planning in Copenhagen, Denmark, has been more successful in
promoting cycling than in Stockholm, Sweden. Koglin (2015) states that the reason for the
difference in the uptake of cycling in these cities is because Copenhagen has taken an
integrated approach to planning that prioritises knowledge exchange between urban,
transport, and bicycle planners, and this in turn creates an environment that is effective in
translating ideas about increasing the volume of cyclists to the actual numbers of cyclists.
However, the opposite is true in Stockholm, where cycling continues to be side-lined within
their planning system and the existing infrastructure. This suggests that a traditional and
non-collaborative approach to planning does not encourage cycling in cities. Song et al.,
(2017) studied ways in which to promote cycling among women in Indonesia, a
predominantly Muslim culture, and found that policy needs to include ways to change social
and cultural perceptions and attitudes, to alter the behaviour.

Summary of Literature Review
In summary it is found that there is reluctance among Muslim women in Muslim countries
and multi-cultural western societies to participate in cycling, despite the health benefits of
this activity. Existing literature indicates that this is a complex problem, whereby cycling is
influenced by religious concerns about modesty, and cultural norms which do not encourage
Muslim women to participate in physical activities. This has resulted in a reluctance in
cycling in London especially within certain communities, despite the increase in provision
of cycle lanes, bike parks, and public bikes.
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The literature also reveals that this reluctance to cycling is driven by a lack of knowledge
about the benefits of cycling and the relative ease of the process, and this in turn is
underpinned by a lack of Muslim role models who cycle, as well as societal impediments
where families do not encourage this practice among female relatives.

This review indicates a gap in current research as the literature that does delve into
understanding the barriers that prevent Muslim women from cycling, is predominantly from
outside of London. This research will be progressed focusing on a cohort of Muslim women
in East London, on the basis that this sample, to which the researcher has access, is
representative of Muslim women in the wider UK.
Spotswood et al., (2015) make the point that research needs to be done on “alternative
theoretical approaches that might improve the understanding about cycling behaviour and
potential travel mode shift interventions” Spotswood et al., 2015, p.23). The next chapter
compares relevant theories that could be used to underpin this study.

Chapter 4: Conceptual Framework
This chapter takes a brief look at Individualist Theory to understand if such traditional
theoretical approaches have been successful in promoting cycling, and further explores
alternative theories that can be used to understand the barriers hindering Muslim women
cycling, such as Practice Theory.

Individualist behaviour theories are pertinent to approaches that put the responsibility of
change on the individual, this has notably proved ineffective over recent decades to increase
cycling levels in the UK (Spotswood et al., 2015), this is evidenced by the low uptake of
cycling amongst ethnic minorities and known barriers amongst Muslim women. The
suggestion from this literature indicates that this issue needs to be addressed from a cultural
perspective, rather than following the limited success of individualist behaviour theories.
Aldred and Jungnickel (2014) also discourage the use of individual theories in understanding
cycling behaviours, and caution that interpretations of individuals can be open to
manipulation thus compromise the meaning of the practice of cycling, with Marsden et al.,
(2014) blaming individualist approaches for failing to challenge systems that have resulted
in an increase in unsustainable travel. In other words, the benefit of using individualistic
theories is that these can offer an insight into the willingness of individuals to change their
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behaviour, however the drawback is that the barriers as discussed in the previous sections
appear to be community, cultural and religion-based (Marsden et al., 2014; Aldred and
Jungnickel 2014), suggesting cultural theory would be an appropriate alternative to studying
cycling behaviour .

Reckwitz (2004) defines cultural theories, associated with the work of Wittgenstein and
Heidegger, as an alternative to Individualist Theory, and being based on the appreciation
that human action, social order and ‘meaning’ are structures common to all branches of the
theory. Two branches of Cultural Theory will be explored to establish the most relevant and
smallest unit of social analysis suitable to this study (Reckwitz 2004). Mentalist Theory,
which is one branch of Cultural Theory, and associated with theorists such as de Saussure
and Lévi-Strauss, who place the social in the human mind thus positioning the human mind
as the smallest unit of social analysis, suggesting that human action is a phenomenon
(Reckwitz 2004). Schatzki (2008) adds that such an approach to resolving or explaining a
problem is useful as it takes account of the individual’s behaviour as influenced by the
collective or community, as well as the actors and structures within the community on the
acceptabilty of cycling (Giddens, 1984).

Giddens (2006) links the individual agent with the outcomes and meaning of a practice
through his structurisation framework, accepting social existence as being based on time,
place, and structural rules and meanings that relate to a practice. Giddens (1984) and
Bourdieu (1990) acknowledge the relationship between human action and societal structures
as recursive, which suggests that individuals adapt to structural expectations when society
reproduces situations for the individual to do things.

It is argued that the above contention is supported by Rip and Kemp (1998), as well as Geels
and Schot (2010) who suggest that behaviour is influenced by multi-scale, diverse sociotechnical systems where “transitions occur through the dynamism of relations between
technologies, infrastructures, markets, norms, regulations and other constituents of systems
across spatial and temporal scales” (Watson, 2012, p.488). Watson’s (2012) idea that the
performance of a practice is what links the individual’s action with the societal-technical
system, would suggest that it is the capability of the Muslim woman that puts her in the
physical space to actually cycle. In line with decades of such analysis, Aldred and
Jungnickel's (2014) work around culture and cycling, supports Bourdieu’s (1990) notion of
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habitus by establishing transport practices as socially ingrained dispositions shared by
people who have similar backgrounds. The paper goes on to assert that work needs to be
done to explore what cycling means for different identities and cultures in society.

It is submitted that in this research, Practice Theory is also useful in understanding the
barriers to Muslim women cycling in London, because this theory is concerned with the
social factors that influence people’s actions and behaviours. Despite individual behaviour
being rooted in social practices (Vaara and Whittington, 2012), this theory focuses on the
performance of a practice and does not put an emphasis on the agent doing the practice itself
(Chatterton & Anderson, 2011; Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2014). Winters et al., (2017) point out
that policies concerned with promoting individuals to take up alternative modes of travel to
cars is challenging as decisions are influenced not only by one’s attitudes and necessity, but
also by external factors such as the physical and social environment of the individual.

Despite the similarities in the different cultural theories, it is decided to progress this
research using Practice Theory, because this approach links routinised behaviour to time and
space, and Blue et al. (2014) point out that each one of life’s practices are affected by
another. If agency is understood as an actor using capability to do things within a structure,
then practical knowledge is based on the rules gained by structural conditions (Blue et al.,
2014). Therefore, viewing the Muslim woman as an actor, the practice of cycling for her
would be determined by the cultural, religious, and societal structures surrounding her.
Moreover, Practice Theory, puts practice in the physical realm rather than in the mind of an
individual, by associating activity with practical knowledge (Schatzki 2008).

Putting practice in the line of enquiry, Shove et al. (2012) streamline social practices as
comprising three interdependent elements of ‘meaning’, ‘materials’, and ‘competencies, and
these are depicted in the Figure 4 below.
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Meaning
symbolic meanings,
ideas and aspirations.

Materials
including things,
technologies,
tangible physical
entities, and the
stuff of which
objects are made.

Competencies
which encompass
skill, know-how and
technique.

Figure 4. Three-element Social Practice Framework. (Shove et al., 2012, p.29, Figure 2.2).

It is proposed that in the cycling context, meaning would refer to one’s thoughts, norms and
beliefs around the activity; materials relates to objects, infrastructure, and technologies
associated with cycling; and competencies with the skills and abilities required to ride a bike
(Shove et al., 2012). It is noted that practices can change over time (Twine, 2015), as this
happens then the elements associated with a practice would also change, for example the
practice of driving a car could change to riding a bike and so on. In other words, Practice
Theory and its three elements provide a useful framework to help investigate the practice of
cycling amongst Muslim women.

Summary
Practice Theory is instrumental in understanding the ways in which change can be
implemented, by understanding the elements required to cycle. The chosen theory is used as
a framework to addresses the barriers hindering Muslim women cycling through the analysis
of what cycle means to Muslim women, what materials associated with cycling hinders the
practice and what barriers exist that restricts Muslim women from gaining the competencies
to cycle. Similarly, Practice Theory is useful to also explore initiatives and policies that can
facilitate cycling for the same cohort, again using the elements that make up the practice of
cycling.
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Chapter 5: Research Methodology and Analytical Framework
The purpose of this research is to add to the current bank of knowledge on cycling within
minority groups, focusing on Muslim women in London. It is therefore important that the
research can be validated through other studies and that the findings can be set in context of
wider research on this topic. This research will be carried out in accordance with Saunders et
al., (2009) research onion. The purpose therefore of this chapter is to set out the options for
each stage and provide clear justification for the choices made (Saunders et al., 2009).

Research Philosophy
There are three main philosophies used in this type of academic study, namely Positivism,
Realism and Interpretivism (Saunders et al., 2009). It is important to set out the philosophy that
underpins this study, that is the researcher’s beliefs in the nature of reality, as this affects the
study approach, the type of data collected, and the interpretation of that data. Easterby-Smith
et al., (2015) point out that two different researchers studying the same topic could arrive at
different conclusions, because of their different philosophies. In this context, a Positivist
researcher takes the view that reality is independent of social mechanisms, as such the subject
can be approached using scientific reasoning and analysis, using statistical analysis to observe
and report on trends in the data (Saunders et al., 2009). In contrast, the Interpretivist takes the
stance that reality depends on social mechanisms, such as human behaviour, which requires
qualitative methods of reasoning and interpretation to develop realistic findings from the study.
The third philosophy is that of the Realist, who agrees with the Positivist that reality is an
independent entity, and also recognises that reality is influenced by social mechanisms, as such
this form of study relies on both quantitative and qualitative reasoning and analysis (Bell et al.,
2018).

Saunders et al. (2009) point out that there is no incorrect philosophy, as it typically depends on
the social and educational experiences of the researcher. This research is founded on the
Interpretivist view of reality, as such the research methodology used to support the hypothesis
and help answer the two related questions, will be qualitative reasoning. It is submitted that
this will be useful in exploring phenomena through investigating people’s perceptions,
feelings, attitudes, or experiences (Denscombe, 2014). Furthermore, the increase in population
growth and the innate concerns of public health, has highlighted a need for interdisciplinary

27
Sobia Chaudhry – student id: 1714126 -

MAURP Dissertation 2019-20

analysis, and qualitative research to understand the factors that affect communities and their
ability to thrive. Empirically driven qualitative research and interview methods help built
environment professionals create environments which help communities develop through
deeper understanding of the issues people face (Denscombe, 2014).

Research Strategy
There are several strategies that could be used with this research including case studies,
surveys, and action research, as well as ethnographic studies and grounded theory (Saunders et
al., 2009). There are benefits to each, however it was deemed important to choose a strategy
that can be achieved within the time frame allocated to this study and that will answer the
research questions posed within the study. To this end, strategies such as ethnographic study
and grounded theory were eliminated from consideration, as both typically require a
longitudinal horizon (Bell et al.,2018), which is impractical for this study. Action research was
also discounted as it requires the researcher to be part of the study, which is impractical
(Saunders et al., 2009) especially considering the constraints around the current Covid-19
pandemic. It is to be noted that the researcher does not cycle herself. This leaves case studies
and a survey, the former providing the opportunity to view the problem of cycling amongst
Muslim women in London from a range of perspectives including that of the women, the
community, and planners. However, there is a risk that the cases studied may not be typical of
Muslim communities, which would affect the value and reliability of the results. In contrast
interviews offer the potential to address the key questions posed in this study, provided the
participation sample is representative of the wider population (Saunders et al., 2009), which in
this case are Muslim women living in London. Based on the above, it was decided to progress
the research with qualitative interviews.

Data Collection and Analysis
It is accepted that a Realist researcher generally assumes that reality can be understood as an
independent entity that is influenced by social mechanisms such as human behaviour, as such
this research is underpinned by quantitative and qualitative reasoning and analysis (Saunders
et all, 2009).
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According to Saunders et al., (2009) there are several forms of data collection that are
compatible with mixed reasoning, including the collection of primary data in the form of
interviews, and the collection of secondary data in the form of statistics on cycling in London.
In terms of interviews as a method of data collection, Silverman (2013) takes the view that
interviews that cannot be considered the result of a normal conversation. In other words, the
nature of the interview, the environment in which it is carried out and the rapport between the
researcher and the interviewee can distort the quality and reliability of data collected. However,
Patton (2014) agrees with this view to a point but also suggests that the important factor in
carrying out interviews is the interaction between the people involved. Bell (2014) understands
the weaknesses of this form of data collection and argues that this risk can be reduced with
adequate and careful preparation of the questions, ensuring that the responses to each question
will add value to the research. Based on the above discourse it was decided to use semistructured interview type to help explore the barriers to cycling amongst Muslim women in
London.

It is accepted that a suitable alternative to a series of interviews is the use of a questionnaire,
with the benefit of gathering a large volume of data in a short time. However it is argued that
given the findings of the literature review and the culturally-religious sensitivity of this topic,
that interviews offer the optimal solution, enabling the researcher to consider and discuss the
topic in detail with a selected sample of Muslim women in East London (Saunders et al., 2009).
The intention is to only use a semi-structured interview approach to collect data and at the same
time take the opportunity to observe the non-verbal ques of participants, either probing further
to get deeper into the issue or change direction of the interview if there is tension or early
discomfort observed. However, due to unforeseen circumstances caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, the use of a questionnaire format is also included as explained in the next section.

In addition, it was decided to gather secondary data on religion and gender, specially
commissioned for this study from the Office of National Statistics, to test the findings of the
literature review that there is a low level cycling amongst Muslim women in London.
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Sampling
Participants for interviewing were selected using the Snowball sampling technique as “this
approach is most applicable in small populations that are difficult to access due to their closed
nature” (Breweton and Millward, 2001, p.118). Kowald and Axhausen (2012) suggest there is
a risk of bias in this form of sampling due to the use of the same social network results in one
dominant view, decreasing the chances of the study population being representative. This
potential limitation is addressed using two groups for sampling.

The first group comprise Muslim women who cycle as part of a community cycling group, in
East London and the second group non-cycling Muslim women. The purpose of interviewing
cycling and non-cycling Muslim women is to compare common barriers between the groups
that the cyclists have managed to overcome.

The leader of Cycle Sisters was invited for interview to understand the motivations, challenges,
and enablers of setting up a Muslim female cycling group in London. The leader then used her
network of members to recruit potential participants for in-depth interviews, as means of
establishing members’ experiences of community cycling, in particular the barriers that
Muslim women have overcome to enable them to start cycling.
It was intended that non-cycling interviewees were selected from a Muslim Women’s
Community centre, with access arranged through the community centre group leader.
However, due to the Covid-19 virus restrictions the intended group of non-cyclists were not
available and face to face interviews were not possible with any group. Changes were made to
the method of data collection, removing the need for face to face interviews, as such interviews
with cyclists were carried out over the phone and using Zoom online video meetings, the
Interview Information Sheet prepared for this task is presented in Appendix A, Interview
Consent Form in Appendix B, and the Interview Demographic Survey in Appendix C.

As interviews with non-cyclists from the community centre in East London was not possible,
an alternative approach was used to collect data using a Facebook post to enable comments to
be gathered on the topic from both cyclists and non-cyclists. The data was gathered on a
customised Google Questionnaire form, as sampled in Appendix D.
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11 cyclists and one non-cyclist from Cycle Sisters were interviewed. The social media means
of recruiting additional participants resulted in seven further cyclists completing the online
questionnaire, with 13 non-cyclists also.

In summary, the data was collected from 31 participants, including 18 cyclists and 13 noncyclists. It is argued that the benefit of securing data from both groups was useful in
understanding the barriers experienced by Muslim women and how the cyclists among this
sample overcame these barriers. Notes were taken during interviews, transcripts written up,
and key words highlighted. Questionnaire responses were downloaded in an Excel Spreadsheet
format, this included demographic information.

Data Analysis
As previously mentioned, Practice Theory formed the analytical framework in evaluating
distinctions between the elements that create the practice of cycling from those that hinder
Muslim women from doing the activity. It is argued that the three elements of meanings,
materials and competences provide an abstract view of the potential problems embedded within
Muslim women in the study as a community, thus removing the individual from investigation
and instead focusing on the practice of cycling. In this context, meanings relate to the way in
which Muslim women view cycling, materials relate to perceived accessibility to the physical
entities required to cycle, and competencies refers to participants ability to cycle. This study
approach supports a broad investigation on the different cultural cues, religion, family structure
and the meanings behind being actively mobile as a Muslim woman in London (Watson 2012;
Shove et al., 2012). The data was analysed using coding and thematic analysis of the transcripts
and questionnaire responses to increase understanding. This dismantling of the data allowed
the exploration of different values, beliefs, meanings, and experiences of participants (Wong,
2008).

Coding is a relatively simple means of making sense out of text data and facilitating
commonalities between the different responses from participants in this study. Coding can be
described as an indexing or mapping of disparate data thus allowing the researcher to make
sense of that data in relation to research questions. However, there are potential problems with
coding for thematic analysis in that it can be subject to researcher bias and /or inexperience,
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and as a result there can be a loss of context in the coding process as coding needs context
(Elliott, 2018). This challenge has been addressed through the use of NVivo coding software.
In this process, transcripts were uploaded onto the software for coding analysis, and optimising
the development of structured themes under each element of Practice Theory, with further
subheadings for both identified barriers and facilitators as subheadings. Castleberry and Nolen
(2018) note that using NVivo codes helps provide a personal insight to participant data
allowing the use of participants voice to decipher unique occurrences. Using phrases of
participants also made it easier to cluster common meanings of words together and helped when
coding in NVivo began. Appendix F presents 2 Example Coded Data from Interviews with
Cycle Sisters leader and Fiza, a member cyclist.

Ethics
The purpose of this research is to add to the bank of knowledge on cycling among Muslim
women, and the impacts of policy on willingness to participate in cycling. It is important
therefore that the research is carried out in accordance with accepted ethical norms and that all
sources used in the development of this study are acknowledged (Bell et al., 2018).

According to Bell et al., (2018) the difference stances in ethics in research include universalism
where the researcher takes the view that “ethical precepts should never be broken”, and any
breaches are considered immoral and detrimental to the study. In other words, a researcher
should not use observation without advising the participants of the fact that they are being
observed as part of the study. There is also situation ethics where the researcher takes the view
that in some cases, breaking the ethical rules provides data that allows greater understanding
of social phenomena. In other words, the “end justifies the means” and if necessary, this
can/should include disguised observation of the study sample (Bell et al., 2018). Situational
ethics can also take the no choice option, whereby the researcher is aware of the ethical
requirements of a study, but has no choice but to conceal the purpose of the study, as otherwise
participants may alter their behaviour, thus negating the value of the data collected and the
research outcomes. Another approach to ethics in research is the perception that ethical
transgression is pervasive. In other words, when the participants in a study are given all the
information relating to the purpose of the study, this can result in the participants hiding what
they consider to be undesirable attitudes and as such the data collected with include dishonest
answers. Finally, there is the anything goes perception which suggests that a researcher can
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take any measures necessary to gain the trust of the sample and to optimise the data collected
(Bell et al., 2018).

It is claimed that the issue of ethics can depend on the perspective of the researcher, as such it
is important to note that this research complies with the requirements of the University. Based
on the above, this study takes the universalist position when collecting data method for this
study. The research will include the collection of primary data from a non-vulnerable sample
of women in East London, and in keeping with the universalist approach, the researcher
explains to each of the participants the purpose of the research and the way in which the data
collected will be gathered. Appendix A provides the Interview Information Sheet and Interview
consent as in Appendix B, these were sent out to all interview participants ahead of the
interviews. In addition, the researcher notes behavioural observations if deemed relevant,
particularly when discussing sensitive subjects such as the impact of religion and cultural
expectations on cycling.

In keeping with data protection regulations, the researcher will not collect any personal data
that could be used to identify participants. All participants are female and will remain
anonymous, apart from the capturing of their age, ethnicity, marital status, highest educational
attainment and whether they cycle or not. The researcher explains to participants that their
contribution is and there is no requirement to answer any questions posed (Saunders et al.,
2009). Ethical conduct will be priority to avoid questions with potential for conflict and
controversy from the wider community. The flexibility of the semi-structured interview will
allow participants to include items for discussion and potential for further analysis.
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Chapter 6: Analysis and Discussion
This chapter presents the data collected with related discussion and analysis. The aim of this
study is to explore the barriers to cycling for Muslim women in London and identify ways,
in which these barriers can be addressed to encourage more cycling amongst this group.

As previously mentioned, two forms of data were collected. The quantitative data has been
especially commissioned for this study from the Office of National Statistics (ONS, 2020).
This data reveals the proportion of Muslim women who cycle compared to the male
population in the focus area and with London-wide data for Muslims. The data intends to
verify the findings of the literature, as data on religion and gender in the UK were not
published prior to this study.

The qualitative data collected through the online social media platform Facebook, and the
interviews centre on the key elements of Practice Theory, namely the materials,
competencies, and meanings associated with cycling. This enables the researcher to
determine the barriers and facilitators of cycling amongst the sample and assign themes and
sub themes to each element of Practice Theory. The qualitative data helps answer the two
research questions.

Secondary Data Findings: Statistics relating to Muslim cycling levels in London
The data commissioned from the ONS is specific to the study boundary area of Hackney,
Newham and Redbridge in East London, along with London-wide statistics. The 2011
Census data, shown in Table 1 reveals that Muslim men are cycling more than Muslim
women in London. As confirmed in Table 1, Muslim women in East London generally use
public transport, and walk more than Muslim men, consistent with the findings for the
London region, see Figure 5. However, the levels of cycling amongst Muslim women across
London is only 1%, compared to Muslim Men cycling levels at 2%.
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Travel to Work Modes

London Borough's

Totals

for

East

Waltham Forest

Tower Hamlets

Redbridge

Newham

Hackney

All London Boroughs

Borough

Gender

Public Transport

Motor Vehicle

Cycle

Walking

Male

93597

73666

3365

14006

Female

56351

27421

550

11787

149948

101087

3915

25793

Male

2996

1848

246

546

Female

1851

421

72

473

4847

2269

318

1019

Male

13085

6644

178

1242

Female

5397

1632

18

1152

18482

8276

196

2394

Male

6037

6082

88

544

Female

3429

2612

2

672

9466

8694

90

1216

Male

7428

4146

286

1833

Female

4114

946

23

1438

11542

5092

309

3271

Male

5893

4469

193

815

Female

3113

1549

45

771

9006

6018

23

1586

Total Male

35439

23189

991

4980

Total Female

17904

7160

160

4506

53343

30349

1151

9486

Both

Males

and

Females

Both

Males

and

Females

Both

Males

and

Females

Both

Males

and

Females

Both

Males

and

Females

Both

Males

and

Females

Total
Females

Males

and

Table 1: Travel to Work mode share for Muslims in London and East London by Gender and Religion (ONS.
2020). (Source: ONS, CT1110: Method of travel to work by sex by religion, England, May 2020)
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Based on the above data, it is evident, as indicated in Figure 5, Muslims represent an
estimated 8% of the working population in London. 34% of Muslim people in London drives
a car or van, with similar number using public transport. Of this group only 1% travel by
bike, and within this cohort cycling is dominated by male Muslims, who account for 86%
of Muslims in London travelling by bicycle (Nomis, 2011). This data is illustrated in Figure
5.

Figure 5: Muslim Travel to Work Mode for All London Boroughs (ONS, 2020).

The data was further analysed for the study boundary which include the London boroughs
of Tower Hamlets, Newham, Hackney, Waltham Forest and Redbridge.
An analysis of the data for these borough’s indicate a consistent lack of Muslim women
cycling, as indicated in Figure 6.

Figure 6: Muslim Travel to Work for East London Borough’s (ONS, 2020).
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This trend is demonstrated in data from Hackney, where 77% of Muslims who cycle are
men. It is also noted that 65% of Muslim women travel by public transport, and only 2.55%
travel by bicycle, compared to 53% of Muslim men who use public transport, and 4.3%
cycle. Muslim men are almost twice as likely to cycle than Muslim women, as evident in
Figure 7. These findings are consistent with the literature review, with both Song et al.,
(2019) and Murugesu (2018) agreeing that cycling is not favoured by Muslim women.

Hackney Modes of Transport
6000

No. of People

5000
4000

3000
2000
1000
0

Male

Female

Total

Public Transport

2996

1851

4847

Motor Vehicle

1848

421

2269

Cycle

246

72

318

Walking

546

473

1019

Gender
Public Transport

Motor Vehicle

Cycle

Walking

Figure 7. Modes of Transport in Hackney (ONS 2011).

Similar results were found for the other boroughs in the study area, further confirming the
literature that Muslim women are reluctant to cycle, (Murugesu 2018; Song et al., 2017).
This issue is explored in the interviews, discussed below.

Primary Data Findings
The main research comprised a series of interviews, and an online questionnaire completed
via a Facebook link. A sample questionnaire response can be found in Appendix E, and 2
examples of interview transcription in Appendix F of this dissertation. In compliance with
ethical standards, the personal details of each participant remain confidential. As such,
participants are referred to using fictitious names, and the respondents to the Facebook
questionnaire are referenced 1 to 19, as indicated in Table 2.
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The survey sample included a total of 31 women, 30 of whom were Muslim women. Within
this cohort, 12 were interviewed and 19 completed the online questionnaire. Participants
lived in one of the following London Boroughs: Tower Hamlets, Newham, Hackney,
Waltham Forest or Redbridge, with predominant representatives from Pakistani,
Bangladeshi and Indian heritage.
As set out in Table 2, participants are in the age range 18 to 64 years with mixed marital
status. 58% of participants have attained a degree or master’s level qualification, and the
remainder a High School or College level qualification. The data indicates that 65% of
participants do not cycle, with 35% stating that they cycle.
Participant Name *

Ethnicity

Aliya

Age
Group
35-44

Highest Qualification

Pakistani

Marital
Status
Married

Degree

Cycle / Not
cycle
Cycle

Ayesha

45-54

Bangladeshi

Married

College Qualification/Diploma

Cycle

Farah
Fiza

35-44

Indian

Divorced

Degree

Cycle

45-54

Indian

Divorced

College Qualification/Diploma

Cycle

Mumtaz

55-64

Pakistani

Divorced

High School Qualification

Not cycle

Nila

35-44

Bangladeshi

Separated

High School Qualification

Cycle

Parveen

35-44

White English

Married

Master’s Degree

Cycle

Rabia
Sana

35-44
45-54

Indian
Pakistani

Married
Divorced

Degree
College Qualification/Diploma

Cycle
Cycle

Sima

35-44

White English

Married

Degree

Cycle

Tasneem

35-44

Somlai

Degree

Cycle

Zarah

35-44

Bangladeshi

Never
Married
Married

Degree

Cycle

Online_Participant_1
Online_Participant_2

35-44
18-24

White/Pakistani
Pakistani

Divorced
Never
Married

College Qualification/Diploma
High School Qualification

Not cycle
Not cycle

Online_Participant_3
Online_Participant_4

25-34
45-54

Pakistani
Pakistani

Married
Married

College Qualification/Diploma
Master’s Degree

Cycle
Not cycle

Online_Participant_5

45-54

Pakistani

Married

Master’s Degree

Cycle

Online_Participant_6

45-54

Indian

Married

Master’s Degree

Not cycle

Online_Participant_7

25-34

Bangladeshi

Master’s Degree

Cycle

Online_Participant_8

25-34

Pakistani

Degree

Not cycle

Online_Participant_9
Online_Participant_10
Online_Participant_11

35-44
45-54
25-34

Pakistani
Arab
Arab

Never
Married
Never
Married
Married
Married
Married

Degree
Degree
College Qualification/Diploma

Not cycle
Cycle
Not cycle

Online_Participant_12

18-24

Pakistani

Degree

Not cycle

Online_Participant_13

45-54

Indian

Never
Married
Divorced

College Qualification/Diploma

Not cycle

Online_Participant_14

25-34

Arab

Married

Degree

Cycle

Online_Participant_15

45-54

Indian/Arab

Divorced

Degree

Not cycle

Online_Participant_16

18-24

White Pakistani

Never
Married

Degree

Not cycle

Online_Participant_17
Online_Participant_18

35-44
45-54

Pakistani
Pakistani

Married
Married

College Qualification/Diploma
College Qualification/Diploma

Not cycle
Not cycle

Online_Participant_19

55-64

Bangladeshi

Married

College Qualification/Diploma

Cycle

Table 2: Summary of Participant Demographics.
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It is acknowledged that the above sample may be small in comparison to the number of
Muslim women living in these boroughs, however this sample is a reasonable representation
of Muslim women in London.

As noted in the literature review, Summers et al., (2018), Dagkas and Benn (2006) and
Sehlikoglu (2016) make the point that Muslim women tend to avoid physical exercise for a
range of reasons including religious issues, concerns over the opinion of the community,
and female modesty. Mirsafian et al., (2014) also notes that cultural influences through
childhood can impede willingness to carry out physical exercise such as cycling. It is argued
that there are strong correlations between these opinions and the findings of this study. For
instance, 11 themes emerged across the three elements of Practice Theory emerged in this
study, as indicated in Table 3. It is useful to reiterate that in using Practice Theory, meaning
refers to one’s thoughts, norms and beliefs about cycling, whereas materials would relate to
objects, infrastructure, and technologies required for cycling; and competencies relate to the
skills and abilities needed to ride a bike (Shove et al., 2012).
Themes
Meaning
Culture and Community
Religion and Islamophobia
Inaccessibility
Social support
Clothing
Material
Infrastructure
Access to bike
Competency
Ride leaders
Learning to cycle

Table 3: Themes across the elements of Practice Theory
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Themes that emerged from the data collection are divided into barriers and facilitators for
cycling amongst Muslim women in East London, as this focuses the analysis on the research
questions of this study.

Barriers to Cycling
This section specifically addresses the research question posed at the start of this study,
What are the barriers to cycling amongst Muslim women? The barriers are addressed
following the concepts of Practice Theory.

Meanings - Barriers
Cycling for women goes beyond just having the ability to ride and own a bike, rather there
is ambiguity around cycling to which different meanings are associated (Larsen, 2016 as
cited in Janvaria, 2018; and Vázquez, 2017). The results from the interviews suggest most
barriers emerge from what cycling means to Muslim women. This is consistent with the
findings of Summers et al., (2018), where physical exercise is avoided because of the nature
of the activities and perception that this could affect modesty and go against religious
doctrine.
Culture and Community
Several interviewees stated that for first generation Muslims in the UK, holding on to their
native culture whilst making a better life for themselves, is important. Speaking about her
conflicts with western-norms and expectations of parents, Fiza a 45-54-year-old, Indian
woman with a college qualification who cycles, stated that
“we were expected to have one foot in the country of our parent's birth and the other in
British culture…my parents did not consider conflicts that I faced as a teenager as I wasn’t
allowed to cycle” (Fiza).

Sana a Pakistani Muslim in the same age bracket added that it is not only the older generation
who create barriers for their daughters, it is the mindset of any parent that can stop their
child being free. She explains that most Bangladeshi mothers around mid-forties at her
daughters’ high school will not allow their daughters to cycle because of a perception that it
“is reflective of how respectably she has been raised as a marriage prospect” (Sana).
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Nila a 34-45year old Bangladeshi, who currently cycles acknowledges cycling benefits her
health, whilst managing her parent’s expectations, by stating
“I am a bit scared about my mum finding out that I have secretly been cycling for six years,
I [would] rather not tell her just to keep the peace, but it has done wonders for my mental
health” (Nila)
The researcher sought to understand why Nila’s mother may react badly to her, however
given Nila’s poignant body language, this issue was not pursued. However, Fiza, a 45 – 54year-old Indian Muslim, suggested that control in the Muslim community was an issue,
explaining that
“I was eight years old and far too scared to vocalise anything that I knew was unacceptable
to my parents’… I think it must have been about control for them” (Fiza)

Three interviewees also revealed the relevance of the community influence on social
behaviour within Muslim families. Ayesha explained that whilst here father initially
permitted her older sister to cycle, this decision was reversed when there was an adverse
reaction from the community, with concern that such practices could “corrupt other girls in
the neighbourhood” (Ayesha). The insinuation that parental concerns are often more about
community opinion, rather than the wishes of their child.

Most participants expressed that domestic and caregiving responsibilities hindered them
from cycling in the past, “us women have a certain role, and the home being in order is
priority” (Mumtaz). When asked whether Muslim women have more chores than other
women, Zarah, a 34-45-year-old Bangladeshi Muslim responded
“Many families do still live in or near extended family in east London, and yes this means
more chores because of family visiting daily” (Zarah).

It is evident from the above responses that there is a link between cycling and cultural
expectations which is consistent with the studies conducted by Verhoeven (2009) and
Verkeerskunde (2019).
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Religion and Islamophobia
It was found that Islam shapes everyday life for both cyclists and non-cyclists in the study.
This is unsurprising given similar studies such as Majedi et al., (2015), and Koglin (2015)
which found that cycling can only be encouraged through considering requirements and
views of the community.

As mentioned in the literature, Muslims lives are guided by the principles of Islamic
theology. In that respect, participants did not need probing to explain their religious beliefs
on cycling, and the opening questions during both interviews and the questionnaire was
‘What are your views on Muslim women cycling?’ which prompted participants to open
dialogue about religion.

Aliya who is a ride leader and a practicing Muslim, spoke about being challenged by a
Muslim woman who told her that she found an Islamic ruling that states cycling is forbidden
as it resembles a boy “I politely contested this as an out of context ruling as it did not relate
to cycling” (Aliya).

Four participants reveal they were likely to learn to cycle, however fellow Muslims judging
their level of religiosity is a concern for them, with one participant stating “I remember
avoiding cycling past the mosques in case anyone judged my religiousness and called me a
hypocrite”(Farah). The idea of one’s religion being judged, is in line with prominent scholars
of Islamic teachings, (Ibn Al-Khattab, Ibn Hajar and Ibn Rajab) who state, “People are
judged

according

to

what

is

apparent

from

them”

(Islamicweb.net,

2020).

Online_Participant_18 argues that this form of judgement hinders a lot of women in taking
up cycling.

A pertinent point made by Ayesha (who wears a veil), is that UK counter-terror strategies
have left her feeling alienated from British society and she senses an increase in hate crime
in East London recently. This is supported in Phoenix's (2019) work on British Muslim’s
sense of belonging in society, where it is pointed out that the intensified scrutiny of Muslims
since the 2001 terror attacks, has meant Muslim women have to negotiate their identities
within the context of the microaggressions that they face. Online_Participant_17 asks, “how
would you make me feel safe whilst cycling in the current Islamophobic climate? police and
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government are not doing enough, and tabloids perpetuate it?” It was clear from these
responses that there is concern for personal safety when cycling, not necessarily from traffic
but of becoming more visible within society.

It is argued that the above response is consistent with the findings of the literature review,
confirming the views of Aljayyousi et al., (2019), Hamzeh and Oliver (2012) and Summers
et al., (2018) who link cycling amongst Muslim women with accepted religious norms and
interpretations of religious expectations amongst the community. However, it is noted that
the concerns about Islamophobia are not evident in the literature review, suggesting that this
issue indicates a gap in current policy, and a lack of awareness of policymakers about the
concerns of this community.

Honour and respect
The literature review highlighted the importance of the honour, respect, and community
acceptance with Muslim communities. Similar to the study of physical exercise amongst
Qatari women studied by Zimmo (2017), most participants agree hijab means more than a
veil in that it relates to honour. Online_Participant_14 suggests that cycling means
inappropriate body movement, stating “…cycling would outline my body… it looks
provocative and attracts the opposite sex”, suggesting that cycling restricts hijab observing
women’s mobility in public spaces (Zimmo, 2017).

Aliya warns that she is about to touch on a taboo topic (Eriksson and Christianson, 2011),
providing the insight that many Muslims would be uncomfortable to talk about, let alone
admit that the saddle of a bike would comprise a girl’s virginity. Rabia argues that this
baseless attitude comes from village mentality and one that is still common “amongst
ignorant women in communities”. It is submitted from participant statements that younger
Muslim women attribute these taboo topics to generational barriers.

When asked about her views on Muslim women cycling, Online_Participant_17 expressed
that “they must be prevented from cycling as it is unappreciated by our culture…and must
be banned”. Further in the questionnaire when asked about how cycling can be facilitated,
the same participant makes the point about cycling being possible but “…in a woman only
area” (Online_Participant_17). The strong views of online_participant_17 validates the
literature where Gumber and Gumber (2017) state that the lack of female role models hinder
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Muslim women from taking up certain activities. These perceptions are reality for some
Muslim women, largely due to the upbringing and family influences on what is acceptable
and unacceptable behaviour.

Husbands
The literature review indicates that the Mahram (male protector whom a female cannot
marry, includes the husband) is a key influencer of Muslim women’s willingness to
participate in sport (Hoodfar, 2015). This theme resonated with twelve women in the study
who stated that their husbands have been a barrier to cycling for them. Aliya, although happy
in her marriage said that with some things relating to honour and safety “...the baton of
control was passed down from my parents to my husband” (Aliya), with
Online_Participant_7 recalling
“My father did say that under his guardianship, he would never agree to this boy’s activity,
but if my husband is ok with it then its fine”.

Two husbands of participants initially encouraged their wives to cycle to improve health but
objected when the women wished to become cycling instructors on the basis that this was
not a respectful career for their wives. This confirms the earlier suggestion that young
Muslim women are no longer the responsibility of their parents after marriage but are
expected to live under an assumed guided protection of their husband.

It is argued that there are strong correlations between the above data and the findings of the
literature review. This includes Mirsafian et al., (2014) who found that social pressures
affected physical exercise amongst Muslim women, and that negative cultural attitudes
could adversely affect willingness to cycle. The above assertions are also supported by
Summers et al., (2018) and Toffoletti and Palmer (2017) who also linked barriers to physical
exercise such as cycling to social and cultural factors.

Inaccessibility
All non-cyclists and five cyclists reflect similar findings to both Summers et al. (2018) and
Toffoletti and Palmer (2017), attributing their lack of knowledge about cycling to a lack of
marketing targeting Muslim women. Speaking about the marketing that does exist around
female cycling groups, one interviewee makes the point that “the image of a cyclist is so far
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removed from what a Muslim women wears in terms of tight fitting clothes and lycra, and
that is one reason we think it is not going to work for us” (Sima). This is consistent with the
findings of the literature where Matt (2009), suggests that cycling with its high cost
equipment could disincentivise immigrant communities (Matt, 2009). The organiser of
Cycle Sisters also acknowledged that image and awareness was a problem and highlighted
that “funding is challenging…we would like to recruit more Muslim ride leaders in different
places, to allow further outreach work” (Sima).

It is clear from the above discussion that Muslim women are impeded from cycling because
of lack of funding and information, however the crucial barriers appear to be cultural and
social, specifically founded on religious beliefs. As mentioned in the background section,
Hackney’s policies seek to tackle cycling barriers from a cultural and attitudes perspective
through soft measures targeting low income groups (LBH, 2015), however they fail to
capture the needs of ethnic minorities especially Muslim women in their community. The
data also indicates that unlike most Western women, to cycle a Muslim woman must break
social norms to take up cycling as a leisure activity or a form of transport.

Materials - Barriers
This section investigates how materials affect Muslim women’s behaviour and their choice
to cycle. Most participants raised the issues of clothing as the main physical barrier for them,
which is consistent with the findings of Dagkas and Benn (2006) and Mirsafian et al., (2014).
In addition, inadequate infrastructure and inaccessibility to bikes also create barriers for
participants to consider cycling.

Clothing
As mentioned, clothing is amongst the culturally related factors that influence the choice for
Muslim women to cycle and is linked to religion and honour for most participants, as most
wear Islamic attire daily and this was raised by both cyclists and non-cyclist in the study.
This is consistent with findings from Grieco et al., (1994) and Nakamura (2002), where the
latter suggested that unless issues such as modest clothing are available, then it is unlikely
that Muslim women will take up cycling.
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One participant found negotiating her clothing for cycling difficult, in line with the findings
of Nakamura (2002), she recalls “it was such an ordeal to find the right thing to wear…I just
got so overheated from numerous layers I wear to remain modest” (Online_Participant_6).
She eventually gave up cycling altogether because of her clothing. The data shows that most
participants prioritised modesty over the need to cycle, Nila confirms “What I wear is the
most important thing to me when I am cycling, as long as I look modest”. For Zarah who
intended to wear leggings and a long t-shirt at a group ride for Muslim women, the fear that
she did not look Islamic enough in the group stopped her cycling.

Infrastructure
Despite visible investment in the cycling infrastructure within East London, four participants
highlighted that certain aspects of the built environment discourages them from cycling
beyond their local area. Online_Participant_7 explains “The infrastructure may look great
in Walthamstow with Mini Holland, but I feel restricted to cycling only there” suggesting
cycling becomes less safe for onward journeys. Online_Participant_5 points out that she
likes the generous cycle lanes linking Walthamstow to Hackney but she states that there are
fewer segregated cycling lanes in Hackney, making navigation difficult. “Slowing down
cars to 20 mph is great in Hackney, but that doesn’t stop the show-off male cyclists zooming
past” (Online_Participant_5).

There were similar concerns for Tower Hamlets and Redbridge. Most participants agreed
that park and canal routes are most favoured as they preferred cycling away from traffic and
enjoy the fresher air and scenic routes. Four participants stated that park and canal routes
made them feel vulnerable on their own and limited their onward journeys to local facilities.
As indicated by TfL (2018), these concerns are not confined to Muslim women. This
suggests a need for improved infrastructure and more safe segregation for cyclists which
connect them to places and key services.

Access to bikes
Murugesu (2018) indicates in the literature that access to bikes and storage can be barriers
to cycling, however only a small number of participants mentioned this hindering them from
taking up cycling compared to the more significant issues. Participants do make valid points
about unaffordability, lack of storage, fear of theft and bike hire being barriers for them.
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Participants saw a bike as an added unaffordable expense as replacing their cars was not an
option explains Online_Participant_3, “I need my car to cart my four children around a few
times a day, and for my weekly shop”. Two participants stated that storage was a problem
and that their small apartments could not accommodate a bike. These views are similar to
the findings of Murugesu (2018) who also found that affordability and lack of storage hinder
Muslim women from cycling.

Competencies - Barriers
The literature review highlighted that the ability to cycle was lower in Muslim communities,
largely due to cultural factors (Shove et.al. 2012; Larsen 2016), this is also reflected in the
findings of this study. One participant suggests that she needed to be slim and fit to ride a
bike, she states “I am too fat to balance on a bike” (Online_Participant_1). A non-cyclist in
her fifties believes that it is impossible to learn to ride a bike as an adult, stating “cycling
will only be natural for me if I had learned as a child” (Online_Participant_18). These
findings confirm the views of Shove et.al. (2012), who suggest ethnic minority participants
do not initially take up or advance their cycling due to lack of self-confidence, and potential
inadequate skills to cycle in different situations. These assertions are also consistent with
Grieco et al., (1994) who found that the inability and lack of desire amongst Muslim women
to cycle in adulthood, reflects their upbringing.

Facilitators to Cycling
As listed in Table 3, the factors that influence Muslim women’s choice to cycle are split
between barriers and facilitators. This section provides an insight into how some of the
above barriers have been overcome by participants and make cycling a possibility for
Muslim women in London, thus addressing the second research question
Can these barriers be addressed through specific policies and initiatives focusing on
cultural issues?
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Meanings - Facilitators
The literature highlights that cultural barriers to cycling need to be overcome to increase
cycling in the Muslim community (Dagkas and Benn 2006). The interviews reveal that it is
possible to overcome these barriers without compromising religion and culture through a
better understanding of how communities evolve. For example, one interviewee points out
that education and financial gain can enhance confidence and dilutes negative cultural
influences, “the current generation are breaking away from the mould that their own mothers
may have instilled in them, so things are shifting”(Tasneem).

The interviews also reveal growing understanding about the benefits of cycling amongst
women, which is consistent with the advice of (Song et al., 2017), and pointed out by one
cyclist who stated that “I shifted my mindset after self-esteem issues and depression, fed up
of what 'lohg kya kehn gaye!’ (what people are going to say!). I put my life in perspective
and thought this is my life and why should I care” (Sana).
Six participants addressed husbands as being facilitators to their cycling, narrating stories
about family rides involving their husbands and their friends. Referring to a family cycling
initiative called FECycle Club (organised by Fatima Elizabeth Phrontitery) in Walthamstow,
which was useful in shifting the mindset of husbands and improving community awareness
of the benefits of cycling.
Supporting the view of Summers et al.(2018), most participants accepted that the increase
in cycling in areas such as Walthamstow over recent years is attributed to more visibility of
Muslim women cycling in groups. Three ride leaders in the study confirm that they have
received positive reactions from the community which often results in more women joining
the groups rides. Where they have experienced the odd negativity, the suggestion is that
women are empowered if in a group, as suggested by one ride leader “I do not feel singled
out when idiots have nothing better to do but verbally abuse us with Islamophobia, in fact
what can they do to a group of 12 women riding along?”.

There is evidence that cultural change requires leadership, and that there is a shift in attitude
towards encouraging women into this activity, as explained by Maxwell and Taylor (2010).
A good example was offered by the Cycle Sisters group who have been working with two
prominent mosques in Walthamstow to advocate for the acceptance of Muslim women
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cycling. The Imam of the mosque reminds attendees of congregational prayers about the
group rides and health benefits that cycling brings. Toffoletti and Palmer (2017) suggest that
an effective way to get more Muslim women engaged in cycling is with targeted marketing
and information about the benefits and support of the activity. Although word of mouth is
working well for local female only Muslim rides in Hackney and Walthamstow, posters at
tube stations published by TfL (2018), showing diversity in cycling, with images of Muslim
women in Islamic attire on bikes “ …is a move in the right direction” states the leader of
Cycle sisters, again “funding for more local marketing is scarce” points out (Sima)

Materials - Facilitators
Majority of participants expressed that they generally need to experiment with clothing to
suit the type of ride they are choosing to embark upon. Aliya who is a cycle instructor,
highlights that one of the first things we tell our members is that there are no specific clothing
requirements, however for their safety, adjustments in clothing and footwear are
recommended, she insists that “there is no need to compromise modesty”(Aliya). Rabia
suggests that lycra is a modern material and a non-essential requirement for cycling, adding
“throughout history, women cycled in long dresses and flowing skirts. It is those images that
will help normalise cycling.” (Rabia). The inference being that Muslim women who are
cycling can negotiate their Islamic attire without compromising their own sense of modesty
by adapting their clothing to suit cycling.

Infrastructure
Most participants agree that regeneration around East London has brought about positive
roadside cycling infrastructure which helps them navigate journeys confidently.

For

example, one participant has taken advantage of the wide cycle lanes introduced on the Lea
Bridge Road which enable her to take her children out on rides. The majority of participants
agree that infrastructure investment is varied across East London, however they feel that the
group rides have enabled them to explore safer and more scenic routes as they are mapped
out for them by the ride leaders. The importance of group rides was highlighted as a key
facilitator of cycling amongst Muslim women, with one new cyclist noting that “if it wasn’t
for the groups rides, I would not have known about canal routes and cycle trails that connects
Walthamstow to Hackney” (Zarah). The benefits of group rides have been acknowledged in
the literature, with investment from TfL (2019) supporting community groups to encourage
walking and cycling. The issue with short term funding is that programs become
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unsustainable in the long term, suggesting a need for long term funding for groups that
deliver benefits such as cycle training and who can prove increased participation in the
activity.

One participant specifically pointed out that quiet ways around Hackney enabled her to
confidently cycle away from the view of males from her community, and also facilitated her
connection to local services and Central London. These findings reflect the Mayor of
London’s views on improving cycling infrastructure (Golbuff and Aldred 2011; TfL, 2018;
LBH, 2019), with further enhancements post Covid-19.

Access to Bike
Murugesu (2018) argues that Muslim women will be encouraged to cycle if there is greater
access to bicycles and this view is reinforced by the findings of the interviews. With four
participants indicating that the launch of the Santander bike hire scheme in London and the
free bike loan schemes in Walthamstow, make cycling affordable for them. Cycle Sisters
state that their relationship with Waltham Forest Council is important to enable members to
come along and use bikes for free during rides. Although some members said that the
schemes limit their riding to scheduled days.

Competencies - Facilitators
Shove et.al. (2012) suggest that competency is the ability to perform a practice using skill,
technique and knowledge. In relation to the practice of riding a bike, Larsen (2016) indicates
that skills such as balance, steering and knowledge of road safety are competencies that vary
between people.
Similar to the findings of Shove et al., (2012), the study reveals that Muslim women’s ability
to cycle varies and that many cyclists who joined Cycle Sisters were beginners and quickly
advanced to ride leaders, due to commitment to lessons. The interviews also revealed that
the competency barriers mentioned in the previous section, have also resonated with most
of the current cyclists in the study. For example, the perception that one is too over-weight
to balance on a bike resonated with (Rabia). She wanted to be a role model for her daughter
but kept putting off learning thinking she needed to lose weight to balance and keep up with
others. Rabia has progressed her cycling and has recently been approached to lead rides.
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The above correlate with the literature review, including Spurling et al., (2013) who indicate
that competencies that have been learnt, access to resources and social practices, reflects an
individual’s behaviour in society. The inference being that organisations such as Cycle
Sisters provide a role model for Muslim women, and act as a facilitator for cycling.

Findings of the Study
This research considered demographic data around Muslim women’s cycling levels in East
London, which are a low 1%, compared to 2% of males that cycle to work from the same
community. More importantly for this study, the qualitative data provides a narrative that
elicits an understanding of the barriers that Muslim women are facing that hinder them from
cycling.

An exploration of existing policies and literature found that despite extensive investment in
infrastructure in the UK, the ongoing debate suggests a modal shift from the car to cycling
is essential and that all citizens must be engaged in, and committed to the cycling agenda.
The inferences from the literature, supported by the research data, is that there is a lack of
cycling amongst Muslim women and that this is attributed to concerns of community
perceptions of cycling and generational misconceptions over whether Islamic theology
encourages or rejects the concept of women cycling. These misconceptions are also apparent
in family and community expectations, with non-cycling participants suggesting that cycling
is not acceptable from a religious perspective as it may compromise the need for modesty,
with Muslim women cyclist showing they have overcome this issue.

The experiences of Muslim women in East London, confirms the findings of the literature
review and highlight the importance of cultural barriers related to cultural norms,
infrastructure and clothing restrictions, along with issues such as inaccessibility to
information about the benefits of cycling, and knowledge about training, support, and access
to bikes. It is also found that Muslim women, irrespective of age and academic achievement,
are realising the benefits of cycling from a physical and mental health perspective. As such,
Muslim women are coming together through organised group rides and breaking through
cultural barriers. However, the statistical evidence shows that the cycling levels of Muslim
women in London is still low.
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To increase the cycling levels amongst Muslim women in London towards achieving
London’s 80% modal shift target to more sustainable modes of transport by 2041 (MTS,
2016), planning policies need to promote suitable cycling infrastructure and introduce
policies that consider the cultural needs of local communities. For example, it is noted that
Hackney has adopted soft measures to tackle the barriers of cycling amongst local residents,
however the borough’s Cycle Plan (LBH, 2015) focuses on cycle awareness programs from
an economic deprivation perspective and does not consider the cultural barriers that are
hindering the Muslim community, who constitute 14% of the borough’s population (Nomis,
2011).
London’s cycling infrastructure is set to receive a financial boost following the Covid-19
pandemic which resulted in increased demand in active travel across London (Sustrans,
2020a). Similar to the statement made by CSC (2019), this research submits that the value
for the public sums invested in cycling can only be fully realised if initiatives and policies
consider the infrastructure needs of all citizens. For example, Waltham Forest is
“encouraging wider integrated walking and cycling routes” (LBWF, 2019) and Hackney is
categorising cycling routes such as quiet ways and local connector routes, these have proven
successful amongst Muslim women in the study as such routes not only allow them to cycle
discretely and safely, but also facilitate access to local services and the wider London area.
The inference is that to deliver appropriate cycling infrastructure and strategies, there is need
for more ambitious policy support for cycling at a national level which promotes more
collaborative planning between local authorities to meet the infrastructure needs of specific
local groups.

The study also reveals that cycling can be encouraged through peer-support and community
leadership. As such, a shift from public transport to cycling can be achieved if community
leaders are willing to support these efforts, as this will change mindsets.

In summary, the data gathered from the survey indicates a strong relationship with the
findings of the literature review and indicate that experiences of each participant naturally
vary from one another. There are clear themes which are consistent with the three elements
of Practice Theory, in terms of meaning, materials and competencies, as summarised in the
next chapter.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion, Limitations and Recommendations
Conclusion
Climate change, global warming, and health issues such as obesity, are contemporary issues
that societies around the globe are facing, with London being no exception. It is widely
accepted that cycling as an alternative transport mode can contribute to mitigating the
harmful effects of climate change and reduce health inequalities resulting from unhealthy
lifestyles. Yet cycling levels in London remain stubbornly low. This research aimed to
contribute to the discourse around cycling barriers and policies relating to the lack of cycling
amongst ethnic minorities and specifically Muslim women in London. The purpose of this
chapter is to set out the findings of the study, and the conclusions drawn from these findings.

This research commenced with two questions.
•

What are the barriers to cycling amongst Muslim women?

•

Can these barriers be addressed through specific policies and initiatives focusing on
cultural issues?

Based on the above findings, this study concludes that there are barriers to cycling amongst
Muslim women, including cultural barriers based on religious beliefs and community norms.
It is found that Muslim women have less freedom than some other religions, with perceived
control passed from parents to the husband and influenced by the community expectations
of religious behaviour. There are also barriers relating to clothing and access to bicycles
where the latter is also linked to culture and religion. Infrastructure also presents a barrier
on safety grounds, relating to busy roads and concerns about increased Islamophobia
through the heightened visibility of cycling.

The research further concludes that these barriers can be addressed through education and
marketing to improve community and individual understanding of the benefits of cycling.
This can be achieved through effective leadership and increasing Muslim women role
models through group rides, which prove the hypothesis of this research that group rides
enable Muslim women to cycle.

In addition, it is concluded that the provision of safe and discreet cycling infrastructure such
as local connector routes and quiet ways, could encourage Muslim women to consider
cycling and for those who do cycle, encourage a modal shift to cycling for commuting. The
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study found that Muslim women would consider cycling if planning policies, cycling
programs and associated marketing consider the needs of Muslim women, specifically
ensuring their personal safety and increase acceptance of Muslim women cycling as
compatible with religious doctrine.
The adaptation of Practice Theory and it’s three elements as a conceptual framework, proved
useful in understanding the symbolic meaning of cycling for Muslim women and associated
norms and sentiments associated with the practice; an appreciation of modesty needing to
extend to the materiality associated with cycling, which includes clothing and infrastructure;
and finally, the competencies and evolving training requirements are better understood.

Limitations
There are limitations to this study which must be highlighted to set the above findings and
conclusion in context with other studies. The limitations of this study are the small size
participant sample, compared to the population of Muslim women within the study
boundary. However, it is argued that this sample provides a snapshot of the views of a
representative cohort of Muslim women, as such the study provides a platform for further
investigative work on this topic. Another potential limitation is the researcher’s inexperience
in conducting interviews and developing questionnaires. That said, the possibility of bias
within the questions and the data collected was minimised by following best practice in the
development of all questions, and in testing the responses against the findings of the
literature review.

Recommendations
The findings of this study can be validated through wider investigation on this topic. It is
recommended that similar research of men within the same boundary in East London is
conducted. Such an undertaking would provide greater understanding of the religious
perspective, and the reasons underpinning the cultural importance of women in the
community, and reasons why cycling is actively discouraged. The research indicates the
importance of leadership, as such it would also be useful to discuss the findings with
religious leaders in the community to understand the barriers to cycling from an Islamic
theological perspective.

As the results of this research show Muslim women coming together through organised
group rides, it is recommended that further funding is directed in this area of work to extend
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the offer to the wider London region. It is also recommended that there is sustainable funding
and support provided to cycling groups who have consistently demonstrated increased levels
of cycling amongst target groups through their programs.

Finally, practical matters such as dress and urban layout were identified as barriers and
facilitators for cycling amongst Muslim women, as such it would be beneficial to carry out
further research on urban planning relating to cycling policies at regional and local level.
Particularly cycling infrastructure, and ways in which planners engage with the Muslim
community when developing these plans. For example, exploring the feasibility of more
quiet ways and safer routes for women and encourage a joint up approach to planning for
these routes between local authorities across London.
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Appendix B: Interview Consent Form
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Appendix C: Interview Demographic Survey
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Appendix D Facebook Invitation to Online Questionnaire
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Appendix E: Online Questionnaire Example Response

67
Sobia Chaudhry – student id: 1714126 -

MAURP Dissertation 2019-20

68
Sobia Chaudhry – student id: 1714126 -

MAURP Dissertation 2019-20

69
Sobia Chaudhry – student id: 1714126 -

MAURP Dissertation 2019-20

70
Sobia Chaudhry – student id: 1714126 -

MAURP Dissertation 2019-20

Appendix F: Transcribed Interview Examples
Example Interview 1 removed on the request of the interviewee (8th Oct 2020)

Example Interview 2:
This is an example of a transcribed interview with Fiza a member of the cycling group,
who is in the age range 45-54 years, Muslim of Indian heritage and cycles, she has attained
a College level Diploma.
Interview dated 30th May 2020, commenced 2pm and concluded 2:30pm
The interview commenced with thanking the participant for agreeing to partake in this
study, acknowledged her consent form and the researcher checked that the participant has
read through the interview information sheet. The researcher takes the participant through
the format of the interview and states that a short survey will be conducted at the end of
the session, which captures her demographic information.
Once the above was affirmed, the main interview took place as follows:
Sobia: What are your views on Muslim women cycling?
Fiza: I don't understand why it is even a topic 'Muslim women cycling' I mean we don't
have 'Muslim women and walking' conversations, it sounds ridiculous because Muslim
women should cycle normally anyway.
Sobia: Do you normally see a Muslim woman cycling around London?
Fiza: Obviously, it is an issue, and this is why we do need to talk about it, it's our cultural
stopping us and no it's not normal to see Muslim women cycling.
Sobia: Do you cycle yourself?
Fiza: Well when I was a little girl, my brother got given a bike and I wasn't allowed one
because 'girls don't ride bikes do they? ' and 'it wasn’t something that good Muslim girls
do' are ridiculous things I was told.
Sobia: Who told you that you are not allowed to cycle?
Fiza: I wasn't directly told but it was an understanding we had in the home and in the
community.
I would overhear conversations between aunty figures that we have to protect our
daughters and it is not an appropriate way to sit, it's talking about virginity same as with a
horse, you sit sideways and not straddle across. I am certain it relates to that old silly idea
that horse riding breaks the hymen which we know is ridiculous to think.
Also, what will people say seeing such and such's daughter out there sitting inappropriately
roaming on the streets freely, this would be perceived as not having control over your
daughter and the gossiping would start. Gossip is the ultimate shame for a lot of Muslim
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parents. There is a control element of 'we can mould the girl from a young age, tell her
what’s right and wrong'.
Sobia: Is it wrong for a parent to tell their child what is right and wrong, is that expected
of every parent?
Fiza: Yes of course, but parents should not project their own wrong ideas on to their
children, like cycling or I wasn't allowed to go out and walk by myself because it is
shameful.
I didn't realise I was a rebel from a young age and for me to be told I am not allowed to
cycle meant that my sole aim in life was to learn to ride a bike.
Sobia: How did you learn to cycle?
Fiza: So, in the middle of the night I would steal my brothers’ bike and sneak out the back
door leading on to an alleyway just behind the house which was on a slope. It was actually
perfect to learn to ride and learn to balance, so I taught myself how to ride a bike, I did fall
and hurt myself and have proud scars on my elbows from it.
Sobia: Did you ever ask your parents if you could cycle in the garden or in the alley you
discovered was perfect for learning?
Fiza: No, I was eight years old and far too scared to vocalise anything that I knew was
unacceptable in my parent’s eyes, like cycling. Their issue was always about what the
community was going to say, and that community was just too close knit. I think it must
have been about control for them. I guess for some families it must be about the girl
turning into a woman and concerns about her respect and honour become most important.
Sobia: Would it be fair to say that womanhood is a defining moment for some Muslim
families to worry about their daughter respect and honour, or does this happen at a much
earlier stage of a girl’s life?
Fiza: It depends on each family I guess, but my parents wouldn't want to open that door to
me not even at eight or even younger, if they let me at that age then it would be impossible
for them to stop me later, I guess that was their thinking.
Sobia: Were your family religious when you were younger?
Fiza: It's funny you ask because exactly before I reached puberty, my father started to
become more religious and as he just turned forty I think it was a defining age for him,
with that came a new set of rules for our home.
Sobia: What aspects of religion do you think your father was referring to with regards to
cycling not being for girls?
Fiza: It was interpretations of religion that got mixed up with dads’ culture. I think he
might have been thinking along the lines of girls should be seen and not heard or not even
be seen and, in his mind,, it probably boiled down to modesty which has its routes set in
Islam. I wish to add here that Islam does not suggest sports or a woman going out is
immodest in any way, so here is an example of how culture has blamed Islam and given it
a bad name.
Sobia: Did you have to dress differently once you entered puberty?
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Fiza: definitely, even until this day I am expected to have a cloth covering my chest and
dress modestly, it is something ingrained in me now. Even in front of my father and
brother out of respect for them. I hate it to this day as we are not required to be covered
like this in front of our fathers and brothers but that old culture thing again.
Sobia: Do you wear Islamic modest clothing including the headscarf when you are out
cycling?
Fiza: Yes, I do wear a head scarf, but the rest of my attire is western. If I lived close to my
parents, I probably would not have cycled no matter what I wore.
Sobia: Would it be fair to say that no matter what a woman wears, some communities
simply would not accept females cycling?
Fiza: As second generation British, we are expected to have one foot in the country of our
parent's birth and the other in British culture that we have been raised in, it is unfair really
when it comes to cycling. That generation desperately try to hold on to their culture which
is great, but they do not consider what we are going through and the conflicts that we face.
Sobia: Is Islam a barrier to cycling for Muslim women?
Fiza: definitely not because Islam is holistic and accommodating and of course diverse.
It is misinformation and lack of education in our community about this, also I think
Muslim women need to be seen to be doing things that are deemed taboo in certain
cultures as a form of education for those who desperately get it wrong.
Sobia: Do you think where earlier generations settled in London, makes a difference to
their view on cycling?
Fiza: definitely, I often speak about ghetto's and what I mean is the packs of people living
together in one small home when our parents first came here. Maybe it was about
affordability and they were only able to be in deprived parts of London at that time living
in one close community, so what their community thought really mattered.
On the other hand, more educated people or business families may have been able to
afford to live in more affluent areas as their families grew, which meant they could live
more independently from judgemental communities. It is all about bettering their lives for
our parents and I think they didn't want the tarnishing of their izzat (respect) to become a
barrier to their own progression so cycling meant nothing to them.
Sobia: What does cycle mean to you?
Fiza: for me it’s being able to move around freely, as in most of my younger years I wasn't
allowed that freedom. Let’s face it as well, many non-hijabs wearing Muslim women may
not want to ride with majority hijab and niqab wearing women as they may fear they won't
fit in. Other women appearing more religious can be intimidating for non-Muslims and
non-hijab wearing women.
Sobia: Is there something inherently common amongst Muslim women that has nothing to
do with their clothing?
Fiza: Yes, language, not wanting to go to pubs, wanting to stop off to eat halal food, these
are things we have in common and other people may not understand how serious these
things are for us.
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Sobia: Would cycling in a group encourage women in your community to learn or ride
more? riding?
Fiza: I think a Muslim cycling group is a good starting point and pigeon steps need to be
taken, but eventually these cycle rides need to promote inclusivity the other way round
where non-Muslims come along and one week go to the pub but the following week do
something else where
I am more comfortable as a Muslim woman, so no one feels left out. This way older
Muslim women may consider exercising and trying out the bike.
Sobia: Do you think older generations are changing their mindsets about exercise and
cycling?
Fiza: yes, they are, mum started gentle physical exercise in a local group once she realised
that her arthritis was improving along with her friends and there are small shifts
Sobia: That is lovely to hear, what does your mum wear to these classes?
Fiza: Her Shalwar Kameez (traditional Pakistani costume), you would not get her to wear
anything else to be honest.
Sobia: What do you wear when you cycle?
Fiza: I wear a hijab, not a helmet because I do not go on longer rides, I am plagued by the
age old cover the bottom ethos, which is part of that overall modesty thing. We all know
that the female form is abused worldwide, and I think covering the bottom for me is a
given. Even to sell a bike, all you must do is drape a woman over it and its sold, it’s an
upsetting objectification of women which Islam protects a woman from.
Sobia: Do you think cycling infrastructure is adequate and encourages women to cycle?
Fiza: The superhighways, roads and cycle paths are adequate enough for confident
cyclists, but more quiet ways would encourage those women who don't cycle to perhaps
cycle safely and confidently without the fear that they will be seen, to start off with.
We also need bikes to be cheaper and more accessible. It is the mindset needs changing
more than infrastructure, I think.
***Participant apologises at this point and mentions that she has to go in 5 minutes
Sobia: We have covered many points and I have no further questions, unless you wish to
add anything else about Muslim women cycling.
Fiza: No, I think we have had a great conversation and mentioned a lot, I hope it has been
helpful
Sobia: Yes, speaking to you has really given me an insight into the issues Muslim face
with cycling, thanks you. I would now like to capture some demographic information
about you, is that is ok
Fiza: sure
The demographic survey sampled in Appendix C is completed, and the interview
concludes.
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