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a b s t r a c t 

This article seeks to explore and analyse the capacity of Swedish municipalities to implement measures for in- 
creased cycling. Through the concept of local capacity and against the backdrop of interviews with local cycle 
planners, the aim of the article is to gain deeper insights into cycle planners’ experiences and perspectives on 
what the possibilities, obstacles and challenges are as regards achieving the aims of increased cycling. Although 
the interviews reveal that all capacity dimensions are important, financial and political capacity seem to be the 
most crucial dimensions. These two dimensions are also the ones that differentiate most between included mu- 
nicipalities, and thus also influence the local capacity. High staffing, earmarked funding, and a shift from the car 
to a sustainable mode of transport norm are all capacity-building measures. There also seem to be overarching 
difficulties in developing vertical linkages with the Swedish 

Transport Administration to increase the municipal capacity. The authority’s responsibility for funding, op- 
erating, and maintaining the national public cycle network, and a lack of will to find common solutions are 
perceived as challenging by many municipalities. Greater consensus and collaboration between municipalities 
and the Swedish Transport Administration must be achieved to fulfil national and local policy aims on cycling. 
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. Introduction 

International and national targets on sustainable development and
educed climate emissions require a substantial transformation of the
urrent transport sector. Cycling is often seen as one of the most sustain-
ble modes of transport, and increased cycling is often a goal when seek-
ng to achieve a sustainable transport system ( Raustorp & Koglin, 2019 ;
oglin, 2015a , 2015b ; Buehler & Pucher, 2011 ; Banister 2019 , 2008 ).
ycling also has the potential to contribute to implementation of the UN
ustainable Development Goals ( UN, 2021 ). Nevertheless, to increase
ycling, a well-developed infrastructure and planning that puts cycling
rst are required. However, as the allocation of funds to the develop-
ent of cycling infrastructure is a political question, the budget for the

mprovement and maintenance of cycling infrastructure and cycling as
 mode of transport has often been marginalised (see e.g., Koglin, 2018 ,
oglin, 2015a ; Koglin & Rye, 2014 ; Aldred et al., 2019 ). Moreover, to
lan for sustainability and to promote sustainable transport such as cy-
ling is not always easy for planners. Research by Koglin and Petters-
on (2017) has shown that planners in Sweden often lack the capacity to
mplement sustainable transport measures, due to lack of time or politi-
al support. Planners rather sometimes feel more like coordinators than
∗ Corresponding author 
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lanners and think they have lost power over planning, because this is-
ue has become more complex over the past 20 years and more actors to-
ay are involved in the planning processes, both public and private ones
 Koglin & Pettersson, 2017 ). Furthermore, cycling, especially in urban
ontexts, must be seen in connection to transport and urban planning.
n Sweden, about 12 percent of all trips are made by cycle, and Sweden
s also regarded as a country where cycling is a daily activity for many
itizens ( Trafikanalys 2015 ; Koglin 2020 ; Haustein et al., 2020 ) . Fur-
hermore, the Swedish Transport Administration (2011) states that in-
reased cycling brings great benefits to society, not least to the environ-
ent. Although the view of the Swedish Transport Administration could

e seen as an important step towards achieving international and na-
ional targets on sustainable development, this has not always been the
ase. Cycling is still not prioritised and included in planning processes
s research has shown ( Niska et al., 2010 ; Aretun & Robertson, 2013 ;
oglin, 2015a , 2015b ; Lindkvist Scholten et al., 2018 ; Emanuel 2012 ,
020 ; Koglin, 2013 ; Koglin & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2021 ). 

The way in which cycling infrastructure is planned and what is con-
idered to be good or poor cycling infrastructure is context-bound and
an differ between different municipalities. For example, on issues con-
ected to the size of the municipality and its planning traditions. Over-
y 2022 
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ll, a lack of safety for cyclists in relation to car traffic and infrastruc-
ure (such as signage and parking) is often cited as a reason why cycling
s not more popular in Sweden ( Koglin, 2013 ). The fact that motorists
ften park their cars on cycle paths, for example, makes access for cy-
lists even more difficult. Also, research conducted by Koglin (2018) and
alkmar (2014 , 2018 ) has revealed an ongoing battle for space in
wedish cities and for space in traffic for cyclists, which can also be seen
s a threat to increased and safe cycling. As Cox and Koglin (2020) high-
ight, cycling infrastructure is highly politicised, and against this back-
round, a strategic cycling infrastructure must prioritise cycling over
ars and be based on the needs of cyclists in terms of factors such as
ccessibility, safety, and directness. Hence, it is important to investigate
ow and in what way measures for increased cycling are implemented,
hat measures are considered to be good or bad, and the opportuni-

ies and challenges that may be encountered during the implementation
rocess. But do municipalities have the capacity to achieve the aim of
ncreased cycling? This article seeks to explore and analyse the capacity
f Swedish municipalities to implement measures for increased cycling.
hrough the multidimensional concept of local capacity and against the
ackdrop of interviews with cycle planners in Swedish municipalities,
he paper wishes to create deeper insights into cycle planners’ experi-
nces and perspectives on the possibilities, obstacles and challenges for
chieving municipalities’ aims of increased cycling. 

The structure of the article is as follows. In the next section
 section 2 ) we introduce the theoretical framework, drawing on the mul-
idimensional concept of local capacity in order to develop the analytic
ool for this investigation. This section is followed by section 3 on re-
earch methodology and context, which is focused on semi-structured
nterviews with cycling planners in Sweden. Thereafter, the empirical
aterial is analysed against the backdrop of the concept of local ca-
acity. Finally, in section 5 , we provide the conclusions and discuss the
ndings’ implications for practice and future research. 

. Local capacity 

To fulfil this study’s aim, we turn to the analytical concept of local
apacity. Local governments’ capacity (or lack of capacity) to carry out
nd execute public services has been analysed and discussed in previous
esearch, and the concept of capacity has been discussed and defined
y a range of scholars ( Gargan, 1981 ; Franks, 1999 ; de Loë et al., 2002 ;
irie et al., 2004 ; Ivey et al., 2006 ). Our definition is based on Ivey et al.
2006 , p. 946) who suggest that capacity could be defined on the basis
f a relational perspective which emphasises the ability of organisations
nd governments to establish and achieve their own goals and agendas.
he concept of local capacity has a relational perspective ( Gargan, 1981 ;
ranks, 1999 ; de Loë et al., 2002 ; Pirie et al., 2004 ) and with regard to
his study, all included organisations have developed strategic plans to
ncrease cycling (often as a way to achieve other internal and external
ims) but there might be differences and similarities in the ways the
lanners experience possibilities, challenges, and obstacles in realising
hese strategic plans and local objectives. Thus, to realise and implement
he strategies and measures for increased cycling there needs to be a
ertain degree of local capacity within an organisation. 

The concept of capacity is multidimensional ( Gargan, 1981 ; de Loë
t al., 2002 ) and even though different frameworks use different ter-
inology, there seems to be a broad consensus that capacity includes

spects such as financial, human, managerial, and technical resources,
hile the institutional environment should also be included in such
 theoretical framework ( Grindle & Hilderbrand, 1995 ; Grindle 1996 ;
amdy et al., 1998 ; Honadle, 2001 ; Ivey et al., 2004 ). 

The approach used in this study draws to a great degree on the work
f de Loë et al. (2002) . They propose a conceptualisation of local capac-
ty built upon five interrelated aspects: technical, financial, institutional,
olitical , and social capacity , and while the importance of each of the as-
ects will vary from organisation to organisation, they are interrelated
nd influence each other, and will all to some extent influence the over-
2 
ll capacity of an organisation to achieve its objectives. We suggest that
o achieve increased cycling, elements of all capacity dimensions must
e present. The local capacity concept is used as an analytic framework
o analyse Swedish municipal planners’ experiences and views on possi-
ilities and obstacles in realising the strategic aims and local objectives
f increased cycling. The concept supports us in exploring what capac-
ties municipalities have (or lack) to implement measures for increased
ycling. 

. Local capacity to achieve increased cycling 

.1. Technical capacity 

Municipalities’ work for increased cycling could be defined as a tech-
ical activity. Infrastructure for cycling needs to be maintained and re-
aired in a proper way to facilitate an increase in the number of cyclists
 Koglin, 2013 ). De Loë et al. (2002) state that the extent to which a
unicipality is able to undertake technical activities is an important
easure of the capacity of the municipality, where the availability of

ducated staff with specialised knowledge plays a crucial role with re-
ard to the technical activities of the municipalities. It is also of great
mportance that the staff have the capacity to interpret, and use infor-
ation provided by external players, such as consultants. 

.2. Financial capacity 

Moreover, in line with de Loë et al. (2002) , we take a broad approach
n terms of the financial aspects involved in capacity-building and define
t as a municipality’s resources available for working with cycling. Loë
t al. (2002) suggest that the quantity of financial resources and their
ources (e.g., the local tax base, tariffs, grants from external agencies)
re crucial to trace in order to understand how capacity is built. Thus,
he size of a municipality’s budget is one element that affects how much
he municipality can spend on cycling, and it also has significance for
he way the work on cycling is funded. If a municipality relies heavily
n grants and other temporary sources of revenue, this could impact its
bility to function independently. 

.3. Institutional capacity 

Loë et al. (2002) also suggest that institutional considerations are im-
ortant for understanding how capacity is built in local governments,
nd they stress that institutional considerations impact institutional ca-
acity on two levels. The first one is the institutional arrangements cre-
ted by the municipalities, such as plans, policies and strategies. The
econd one is, according to de Loë et al. (2002) , the institutional en-
ironment within which municipalities operate. An institutional envi-
onment is shaped by laws, rules, regulation, power relationships and
rocedures, and affects and influences explicitly and implicitly the ca-
acity of the municipalities ( Ivey et al., 2004 ; Pirie et al., 2004 ). One
ndication of the degree of institutional capacity, according to de Loë
t al. (2002) , is the extent to which regulatory and non-regulatory in-
titutional arrangements exist within a certain area. With regard to this
aper, the area is local cycle planning. 

.4. Political capacity 

Political leadership is also a capacity dimension identified by Loë
t al. (2002) as a key aspect of capacity in municipalities. They suggest
hat it is necessary to provide vision and direction and to be able to
ecognise and respond to changes. Another key political dimension for
apacity-building, raised by de Loë et al. (2002) , is the extent to which
he political leadership is willing and able to form horizontal and verti-
al linkages within and beyond the organisation. Pirie et al. (2004) sug-
est that municipalities can overcome, or at least reduce, institutional
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Table. 1 

Included municipalities. 

Municipality Inhabitants Municipal asphalt cycling roads (km) 

Halmstad 102 948 300 
Karlskrona 66 609 N/A 
Växjö 94 274 190 
Gothenburg 580 667 540 
Trollhättan 59 007 145 
Skövde 56 529 134 
Örebro 155 989 220 
Karlstad 94 194 250 
Eskilstuna 107 001 N/A 
Sollentuna 73 939 120 
Sundsvall 99 448 N/A 
Umeå 129 231 228 
Luleå 78 102 193 
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bstacles through establishing vertical and horizontal linkages. A hori-
ontal linkage is developed with one or several organisations operating
t the same administrative level to accomplish a given task collectively.
 vertical linkage is an agreement or partnership between different ad-
inistrative levels of government, as a result of the sharing of informa-

ion and/or resources ( de Loë, et al., 2002 ; Pirie et al., 2004 ). 

.5. Social capacity 

According to Loë et al. (2002) , the level of social capacity and com-
unity awareness is partly a function of a municipality’s ability to com-
unicate with its inhabitants to create awareness in relation to a spe-

ific political issue: in this study, increased cycling. Measures used for
his purpose can for example include public education and outreach
rogrammes. But it is important that the community involvement goes
oth ways, which means that the municipality not only informs the in-
abitants but also actively seeks consultation with them in terms of is-
ues, needs, and goals, and involves them in the planning- and decision-
aking process to ensure that their interests are considered. Thus, the

ommitment and involvement of the municipal residents can improve
 municipality’s capacity. At the same time, opposition, or the fear of
pposition from inhabitants, could result in a lack of capacity for the
unicipality to implement measures for increased cycling. 

For our analysis we developed the dimension above into the five ones
elow in order to create a better analysis 

1 Infrastructure operation and maintenance 
2 Financial 
3 Politics 
4 Organisation and governance 
5 Citizens 

. Research context and method 

.1. Institutional context 

We carried out the empirical research in Swedish municipalities,
hich are lower-level local government entities. They are responsible

or a large proportion of local services, including schools, water and
ewage, and physical planning. In relation to the cycling network, mu-
icipalities have the responsibility for funding and maintaining urban
nd local roads, while national roads are owned and maintained by the
wedish Transport Administration. The national transport authority also
as the responsibility for the development of the direction framework
or long-term infrastructure planning, which is seen as an important step
owards a modern and sustainable transport system. Municipalities’ role
ithin the institutional settings, together with their need to relate to

tate measures and policies, make the municipalities a beneficial context
or studying the public effort on increased cycling in several respects.
irstly, the Swedish government has the ambition to become the world’s
rst fossil-free welfare state ( Ministry of Trade and Industry, 2018 ), and

n 2017 the Swedish parliament agreed on a climate policy framework
hich sets out that Sweden shall have no net emissions of GHG by 2045.
s part of achieving this objective, the Swedish government presented a
ational strategy for increased and safe cycling in 2017 which will con-
ribute to a sustainable society ( Ministry of Trade and Industry, 2017 ).
econdly, we note that Swedish municipalities have decided on climate
olicy objectives that are in many cases much more ambitious than both
ational and international aims. Thirdly, many Swedish municipalities
ave overarching aims to increase the bicycle’s share of transportation,
ncrease cyclists’ status in planning practices, and have bicycles used
or half of all trips shorter than five kilometres ( Hållbar stad, 2016 ).
ogether, these three aspects serve as an interesting backdrop for our

ntention to deepen insights into capacities or lack of capacities in mu-
icipalities to achieve increased cycling. 
3 
.2. Method 

Empirically, we have applied a qualitative research approach and
onducted semi-structured interviews with cycling planners working in
wedish municipalities (see Table 1 ). Even though the challenges re-
arding increased cycling are general, many dimensions are local, such
s the structure and size of the municipality, the quality of the road in-
rastructure, local political conditions, local traffic policies, urban plan-
ing agendas etc. Thus, conditions to facilitate increased cycling will dif-
er from municipality to municipality. Therefore, to better understand
he capacity or lack of capacity for initiating measures for increased cy-
ling, we wanted to study cycling in several municipalities. However, we
till wanted to keep some contextual aspects the same. We decided to
arry out our research within the same national context while selecting
everal different municipalities for our empirical work. All 13 included
unicipalities are members of Swedish Cycling Cities – an organisation

onsisting of 31 municipalities and four regions, working consciously
or increased and safer cycling. Overall, we contacted all 31 municipali-
ies for a request of conducting interviews with planners who deal with
ycling. The 13 municipalities who responded to our request where the
nes we interviewed. We e-mailed the person who answered our request
ince the request was already forwarded to the planner who deals with
hese issues. After that we booked dates for the interview and conducted
he interview via Teams with video and voice recording. 

We interviewed one planner per municipality, resulting in 13 inter-
iews. The interviews followed a semi-structured interview guide (see
ppendix) ( Flick, 2006 ), where we included theory-driven questions in-
pired by the capacity framework, but still also providing opportuni-
ies for reflection and exhaustive answers. Thus, the interview guide fo-
used on different dimensions of capacity that the planners experience
n the implementation of local cycling plans and strategies. The inter-
iews were conducted during May and August 2019 and lasted between
0 and 45 minutes. All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed,
esulting in 99 pages of transcripts. 

The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed the intervie-
ees to steer the discussions towards issues they found important. As

he interviews were conducted, the answers, gradually became more
nd more repetitive. Therefore, a different kind of knowledge or new
nowledge could not be gained by conducting more interviews. This is
 very common aspect in interview studies ( Maxwell 2004 ). 

As an explanation of qualitative research, it can be said that the fo-
us is on gaining a deeper understanding of complex social processes and
hat understanding builds on the interpretation of the answers. Thus, the
oal of qualitative studies is to generate deeper insights into the anal-
sed processes to develop an understanding of what has influenced the
utcome, in this case the planning outcome and the planning processes.
t can therefore be concluded that qualitative research generally aims
t the understanding of processes and the relations that influence them
nd not at generalisations ( Gubrium and Holstein 1997 ; Denzin and Lin-
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oln 2000 ; Rubin and Rubin 2005 ; Cloke et al. 2004 ). We structured our
nalysis around institutional capacity theory in order to analyse what
apacities the interviewed municipalities have for planning for and im-
lementing of cycling infrastructure and what capacities are lacking. 

.3. Planners’ experiences and views on capacity in municipalities 

In this section, we will explore how planners in Swedish munici-
alities experience the capacity-building or lack of capacity to increase
ycling. Emerging from our analysis were, as previously mentioned, the
ollowing themes that guided the analysis: infrastructure operation and
aintenance; financing; politics; organisation and governance ; and citizens .
lthough these themes undeniably overlap, we will here explore them
eparately to show how the planners in Swedish municipalities experi-
nce the issue of capacity-building. 

.4. Infrastructure operation and maintenance 

Larsson et al. (2022) point out that ageing, structural interventions
e.g. digging to repair and/or change water and sewage pipes), and roots
nd vegetation, are the most frequent causes of problems on cycle paths.
hus, continuous operation and maintenance of bicycle infrastructure
re crucial to avoid degradation, to prevent crashes, and to sustain
he level of service and comfort for cyclists. The operation and main-
enance of cycle paths in Sweden include activities such as re-paving,
e-surfacing, removing roots and vegetation, fixing potholes and cracks
 Larsson et al., 2022 ) and ploughing and sweep-salting during winter-
ime ( Niska & Blomqvist, 2019 ). The operation and maintenance work
re performed both by contractors who are awarded this work through
ublic procurement processes but also by the municipalities. However,
ome planners state that there is a great lack of knowledge among the
erformers about what “good ” operation and maintenance for bicycling
s. This goes for both contractors’ and municipalities’ own operational
anagement. Planners state that they have no cycling perspective when
ndertaking the maintenance and that there is a great need for educa-
ion activities to develop their technical capacity. 

Another issue is the access to technical equipment by the munic-
palities to maintain the infrastructure. This is most apparent in the
etropolitan area of Stockholm, where there are in total 26 municipali-

ies with much bicycling commuting crossing the municipality borders.
hus, the technical capacity (or lack of capacity) within a municipality
ould become very apparent for commuters as there could be a great
ifference between the municipalities in how well they are technically
quipped. In addition, some planners state that there is a lack of person-
el within the municipality to develop bicycle infrastructure and there
re also problems within some municipalities in receiving tenders on
ecided cycling infrastructure projects. As a result, the projects are post-
oned, which could result in consequences for fulfilling bicycle plans. 

Even though many planners highlight that maintaining cycling in-
rastructure is a year-round task, there is an emphasis in the interviews
n winter maintenance, and this occupies many municipalities. All mu-
icipalities say that they need to take winter maintenance into account
nd state they have the capacity to perform this task. Municipalities lo-
ated in the northern part of Sweden are, for obvious reasons, more used
o undertaking and organising winter maintenance. Here, the planners
ee great possibilities in technical developments, and they embrace how
echnical innovation can make winter maintenance more effective. One
unicipality participating in an innovation project to develop technical

apacity with regard to winter maintenance says that one of the main
easons for this is to obtain a certain degree of technical capacity and
hus keep costs down. Of the main issues with regard to winter mainte-
ance relates to what technique the municipalities use when removing
he snow and clearing the cycle paths. Traditionally, conventional snow
learance through ploughing and gritting has been used in Swedish mu-
icipalities, but over the last few years, sweep-salting has become more
opular for winter maintenance ( Niska & Blomqvist, 2019 ). Although
4 
weep-salting is a more costly technique, a majority of the planners state
hat they have the technical capacity to use it, although to varying de-
rees. 

.5. Financial 

Although all studied municipalities are members of Swedish Cycling
ities, that does not automatically mean that internally, within their re-
pective organisations, they have the financial support or capacity to
ork on measures to increase cycling. Many planners state that they
re struggling with the financial situation. In some municipalities there
ould be a temporary financial cut due to the poor economy of the mu-
icipality, but in some it is more of an institutionalised situation where
here is a limited allocation of financial resources to cycling. Conse-
uently, they do not have the financial capacity to achieve the aim
f increased cycling, and the lack of financial resources has the con-
equence that they do not have the possibility to implement measures
n the decided strategies, or that the measures are postponed. As a result,
n expansion of the bicycle network or mobility management measures
ould not be implemented. The lack of financial capacity for operation
nd maintenance of bicycle infrastructure is also emphasised by several
lanners. It is also important to underline that the structural design of
ycle paths (choice of materials and techniques) differs from one munici-
ality to another ( Larsson et al., 2022 ). The general budget for operation
nd maintenance has been decreasing steadily in some municipalities.
n relation to snow clearance the financial capacity is the greatest obsta-
le. One planner states that snow clearance is a huge cost for the munic-
pality and highlights that with a greater budget they could have better
inter maintenance, sweep-salt more paths, and thus increase make it
ossible for more people to bicycle during wintertime. 

Some planners also highlight that they have tough saving require-
ents, and in such a situation it is virtually impossible to increase invest-
ent in cycling infrastructure. One planner highlights that you need to

e innovative when there is a lack of financial resources, and the planner
escribes a collaboration with the Technical Services Department where
hey broaden cycle paths when the Technical Services Department dig
p the road network for other reasons. In that way the municipality has
oth saved money and developed the infrastructure. However, the lack
f financial capacity is described in some municipalities as an internal
ositioning and a battle of resources between different political areas
nd units. In some cases, it is also a battle between means of transport,
here infrastructure for public transport has been and continues to be
rioritised. 

One way to increase the financial capacity of the municipalities is
or them to gain access to external funds. It is highlighted by de Loë
t al. (2002) that a strong dependence on grants or other external tem-
orary funds could impact a municipality’s ability to function indepen-
ently. Some planners state that they rely to a large extent on external
rants as their budget is limited. To increase the budget and keep a high
taffing level some municipalities participate in research projects. Mu-
icipalities have also succeeded in increasing the budget with govern-
ental funding over several years. This has been of great importance for

trengthening the financial capacity. However, several planners call for
n increase of governmental funding to achieve increased cycling, and
tate that the Swedish Transport Administration should allocate many
ore financial resources to cycling. 

Although several municipalities are struggling with their financial
apacity to work for increased cycling, some planners convey an image
f a good financial situation within certain municipalities. One planner
tates that there is a political will to improve bicycling and that funding
s ear-marked for it, which means that there are always assigned re-
ources for cycling, regardless of whether the municipality has overall
avings plans or not. Another planner highlights that they have a good
udget for investment in measures and expansion of regional routes, and
 descent budget for operation and maintenance. Moreover, the main
roblem for one municipality is not the financial capacity, where there
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re resources available for increasing cycling, but instead limited space
s the greatest challenge. Space here refers to street space in the city and
ow that is allocated to the different transport modes. It is our under-
tanding that taking street space from car traffic and giving it to cycling
s often controversial and needs much political courage, because this
ould be a political rather than a planning question in the first place. 

.6. Politics 

The issue of space has become apparent in relation to the politi-
al aspects of the capacity of municipalities to increase cycling. Ac-
ording to Loë et al. (2002) political leadership is a key dimension
f the capacity of municipalities to provide vision and direction and
lso to recognise and respond to changes. For this article, political
eadership means prioritising cycling to realise a sustainable transport
ystem ( Raustorp & Koglin, 2019 ; Koglin, 2015a , 2015b ; Buehler &
ucher, 2011 ; Banister 2008 , 2019 ). However, previous research has
evealed an ongoing battle for space in Swedish cities ( Koglin, 2018 ;
alkmar, 2014 , 2018 ) and many planners say there is a great challenge
ith regard to the space issue. Planners state that there is a great will

rom the politicians, but it is problematic in existing urban space to meet
ll demands and wishes. The space is too small to implement optimal
olutions for cycling infrastructure and there will always be a compro-
ise between different modes of transport, not only in relation to the

nfrastructure for car traffic but also in relation to accessibility for public
ransport and access to green areas. The conflict between infrastructure
or public transport and bicycles is mentioned by several planners – es-
ecially when it comes to raised cycle track-crossings and cycle parking
lose to commuter train stations. 

However, although space is a challenging issue for many municipal-
ties, a more difficult issue seems to be the reluctance of politicians to
egrade car infrastructure in favour of bicycles. Many planners stress
hat prioritising cycling at the expense of the car is still not accepted
nd there is no political courage to make this kind of decision. In almost
ll studied municipalities there is no explicit aim and/or strategic docu-
ent to limit and/or restrict car traffic, and many planners experience

hat the politicians do not want to risk not being re-elected by getting
nto conflict with motorists, who they believe are a large group of vot-
rs. One planner exemplifies the difficulties in changing the conditions
etween cars and bicycles with a planned measure to promote cycling.
he cycling unit within the municipality wanted to close a central square
ith much parking space as a trial for one week. However, the political
anagement refused because they did not want to mess with the busi-
ess community and the merchants in the city centre. This was despite
he fact that the unit had made inquiries showing that the majority of
he revenues for the businesses derived from individuals using sustain-
ble modes of transport, which also corresponds with previous research
 Mingardo & van Meerkerk, 2012 ). However, the lack of vision and di-
ection from politicians applies to a large extent only to existing space.
hen it comes to developing and planning new areas, the politicians

ave, according to many planners, found it easier to make decisions
hat benefit cyclists and limit car traffic. 

A political dimension for capacity-building is the extent to which the
olitical leadership is willing and able to form horizontal and vertical
inkages beyond the organisation ( de Loë et al., 2002 ). Municipalities
ave the possibility to overcome or at least reduce obstacles through es-
ablishing these kinds of linkages ( Pirie et al., 2004 ). When it comes
o cycling, the formation of horizontal linkages between municipali-
ies is important to reduce the obstacle of having different standards
f infrastructure and maintenance. A planner from a municipality in the
etropolitan area of Stockholm states that there is great difference in the

tandards of infrastructure and maintenance between the municipalities,
nd there are different views on these matters. This could mean for ex-
mple that some municipalities have more potholes, cracks, uneven cy-
le path surface and less maintenance during wintertime. Consequently,
here has been a lack of political capacity to form horizontal linkages,
5 
nd this has become very concrete for biking commuters crossing sev-
ral municipality borders, who experience a range of different standards
f infrastructure and maintenance. However, to a certain degree there
xist horizontal linkages between the municipalities and there are com-
on procurements in order to set a common standard. In addition, the

rganisation Swedish Cycling Cities is an example of the formation of
n institutionalised horizontal linkage to achieve a common aim, where
ycling planners from local authorities cooperate. Moreover, a horizon-
al linkage between municipalities has also been established to discuss
easures and exchange ideas on how to increase cycling. 

Within the municipalities’ borders the cycling network consists of
oth local and national roads where municipalities have the responsi-
ility for funding and maintaining urban and local roads while national
oads are owned and maintained by the Swedish Transport Administra-
ion. Many planners describe the way the bicycle network is organised
s a great obstacle to developing a coherent and comprehensive net-
ork. The main issue here for many municipalities is the difficulty in

orming vertical linkages with the Swedish Transport Administration.
lanners highlight that the national agency in theory should have the
ossibility to develop a good infrastructure, and one of the most impor-
ant issues is to connect and standardise the local and national paths
nd develop a common view of what needs to be done. However, ac-
ording to the planners, the national cycle network has many short-
omings and there is a lack of commitment from the Swedish Trans-
ort Administration, in terms of both financial and personnel resources.
ome planners also experience long and costly processes when dealing
ith the national agency. In some municipalities, the greatest obstacle

o increased cycling is that you cannot reach all smaller urban areas out-
ide the city centre as there is a state-owned road network linking them
nd the Swedish Transport Administration are proceeding very slowly
n their work on developing the national cycling paths. Thus, there is
 disconnection between municipal and state-owned cycling infrastruc-
ure and there is a lack of vertical linkages between the municipalities
nd the Swedish Transport Administration, which has consequences for
apacity. 

.7. Organisation and governance 

The institutional capacity through institutional arrangements and
hrough institutional environments influences the capacity-building in
unicipalities ( Loë et al., 2002 ). When it comes to institutional ar-

angements, all studied municipalities have politically decided cycle
lans or strategies. However, there seems to be a great difference be-
ween the municipalities with regard to content and in what way the
unicipality uses the strategy as a capacity-building instrument. Some
lans/strategies include a defined objective for the proportion of cycling
raffic by a certain year, while others only have an aim of increased cy-
ling. One planner states that the cycle plan within the municipality is
ot that extensive and there is a great need for the planners to make their
wn interpretations and prioritisations, whereas another planner states
hat the municipality needs to revise the cycle plan to take a clearer
tance on the role of the bike as a means of transport. In addition, in one
unicipality a planner states that there is no organisational conscious-
ess about the strategy and thus there is a great challenge to get the
hole organisation to work in the same direction. Similarly, a planner

n another municipality states that there are steering documents within
he municipality that are contradictory, which could lead to problems
ealising the objective of increasing the proportion of cycling. 

There are also other plans and strategies within the municipalities
hat both explicitly and implicitly have an impact on the aim of in-
reased cycling and the (in)capacity of the municipalities. One of these
s the comprehensive plan, which is regulated by the Swedish Planning
nd Building Act and has a central role in the municipalities’ work to
ormulate strategies for long-term sustainable development. One plan-
er mentions the comprehensive plan as an important tool as it stipu-
ates that the city should grow and densify within a 5 km radius from



J. Alm and T. Koglin Journal of Urban Mobility 2 (2022) 100029 

t  

p  

i  

i  

n  

f  

g  

l  

s  

w  

w  

t  

d  

t  

p
 

P  

t  

A  

"  

n  

w  

i  

l  

v  

t  

t  

i  

o  

f
 

i  

e  

i  

a  

t  

o
i  

m  

w  

i  

t  

v  

u  

t

4

e  

m  

l  

M  

i  

s  

c  

c  

w  

b  

d  

t  

s  

i
 

m  

c  

t  

r  

o  

g  

h  

s  

e  

c  

c
 

o  

C  

h
m  

t  

h  

a  

a  

f  

n  

fi  

a  

l  

a  

a  

r  

b  

a  

d  

t  

a  

t

5

 

n  

t  

i  

r  

p  

O  

c  

c  

c  

p  

t  

m  

–  

i  

H  

p  

h  

m  

(  

e  

s  

c  

i  

t  

t  

s  

s  

i  

r  

t  
he large target points: the city centre, the university area, and the hos-
ital area. This should reduce dependency on the car for the citizens and
nstead promote increased cycling. Thus, the comprehensive plan could
mpact the institutional capacity within the municipalities. However, in
one of the studied municipalities is there a politically decided strategy
or reduced car travel, and many planners mention car parking strate-
ies and parking policies as great obstacles and as examples of how a
ack of strategies and plans can reduce the local capacity. One planner
tates that at the cycle unit they have developed a travel policy for the
hole municipality including municipally-owned companies and trusts
hich comprise many workplaces, although it is not their responsibility

o do so. In one municipality they have even, according to the planner,
eveloped a cycling parking guide and the guide has been distributed
o property owners in order to develop and create good conditions for
arking. 

When it comes to the question of the institutional environment, the
lanning and Building Act provides the municipalities with the oppor-
unity to include not only cars in their parking policies but also bikes.
nd in connection to development of new housing this must be done

to a reasonable extent" ( National Board of Housing, Building and Plan-
ing, 2020 ). However, one planner highlights that it is still accepted
hen building new housing with 100 apartments to develop a car park-

ng garage with 80 parking spaces, but it would not be accepted to al-
ocate half of the parking space to bikes. Another planner shares the
iew and states that none question parking for cars in the same way as
hey do for bikes. Among many planners, habits, norms, and strong in-
erests within the municipality in connection to cars are highlighted as
nstitutional obstacles to increasing space for bicycle parking, and these
bstacles place great demands on the municipalities’ capacity to work
or increased cycling. 

Within the municipalities, the way cycling is organised also has an
nfluence on the institutional capacity of the municipalities. Within sev-
ral included municipalities it appears that there is only one unit work-
ng on issues connected to cycling while the rest of the organisation to
 large degree is decoupled from the issues and sometimes also lacks
he will and knowledge to work on issues related to cycling. With only
ne unit engaging with the issues – and often with limited resources –
t becomes difficult to implement the strategic plans. However, in some
unicipalities the planners state that there is a great deal of cooperation
ithin the municipality and between the units and that the municipal-

ty has a long-term perspective on the cycle issues. It is also emphasised
hat there is a broad political consensus that the municipality should in-
est resources (personnel and financial) in cycling, and that the different
nits have become more co-operative in the organisation and know what
he others are doing and what expertise is available. 

.8. Citizens 

The commitment and involvement of citizens is highlighted by Loë
t al. (2002) to improve the municipalities’ capacity to realise and imple-
ent decided strategies and objectives. Measures that the authors high-

ight are communication, public education, and outreach programmes.
ost of the studied municipalities are trying to increase their capac-

ty through these kinds of measures. When it comes to communication,
ome municipalities state they have institutionalised forums to enable
itizens to ask questions, comment, and get inspiration and knowledge
oncerning how the specific municipality and other municipalities are
orking to increase cycling. In one municipality it is also highlighted
y the planner that they interviewed citizens as part of their process of
eveloping a new cycling plan. Common to the different strategies is
hat they all seek not only to inform but also to involve the citizens, and
eek their consultation on important issues concerning cycling, thereby
ncreasing the social capacity. 

The use of social media such as Instagram and Facebook is a common
easure to create awareness about the positive outcomes of increased

ycling. However, it is emphasised that it is difficult to find the right
6 
arget group in a positive way. Posts on Facebook often result in a poor
esponse, with many negative comments and complaints, whereas likes
n Instagram do not go viral. One planner states that the overall cycle
roup in the municipality is small, is not that loud and does not have
igh demands. This contrasts with motorists in many municipalities that
eem to have a relatively implicit influence on the local politicians. How-
ver, there are planners who stress that the municipality has engaged
itizens who think it is of great importance that the municipality raises
ycling issues. 

In relation to public education and outreach programmes there is
ngoing work to strengthen the social capacity through these measures.
ycle flea markets and auctions are organised to allow more citizens to
ave access to a bike. Many municipalities also seek to educate people –
ainly through schools. The school is highlighted as an important space

o create awareness and influence children about specific (cycling) be-
aviour at an early age. In addition, school personnel and parents are
lso highlighted as important target groups. Programmes including free
ccess to different types of bicycles (electric bikes, long tail, cargo bikes,
olding bikes, etc.) and projects directly targeted at the school person-
el have been implemented. However, many planners experience dif-
culties in communicating with schools and find it challenging to get
ccess to them. The possibility to initiate collaboration depends to a
arge degree on having a benevolent principal and the necessary will
nd engagement in the school. Moreover, in some municipalities there
lso seems to be great resistance from parents. Policy measures such as
emoval of car parking and car-free zones in connection to schools have
een criticised. Thus, no interest in being involved in bicycle promoting
ctivities has an influence on the municipalities’ social capacity. In ad-
ition, there is a lack of resources within the municipalities to work on
hese kinds of issues, and they become questions only for the traffic unit
nd no other unit takes the responsibility. This of course also influences
he municipalities’ capacity to increase cycling. 

. Concluding discussion 

This article seeks to explore and analyse the capacity in Swedish mu-
icipalities to implement measures for increased cycling. Regardless of
he type of municipality or its location, it is important that municipal-
ties – which often own much of the municipal road network and are
esponsible for drawing up overviews and detailed plans – work on im-
roving and developing opportunities for cycling as a mode of transport.
verall, this study has given insights into a variety of possibilities, obsta-
les and challenges that cycling planners meet in their efforts to increase
ycling in Swedish municipalities. Based upon our work, an overarching
onclusion is that the capacity, or lack of capacity, differs from munici-
ality to municipality. While some municipalities cover many (or all) of
he capacity dimensions, others have great challenges, even though all
unicipalities are members of a network – the Swedish Cycling Cities
aiming for increased cycling. The differences between the municipal-

ties touch upon all capacity dimensions proposed by Loë et al. (2002) .
owever, the financial and political dimensions are the two most im-
ortant dimensions dividing the municipalities – and both dimensions
ave a large impact on the municipalities’ capacity to achieve the com-
on aim of increased cycling. The size of allocated budgetary resources

large or small) and the fact that some municipalities need to obtain
xternal funding in order to fulfil cycling plans and strategies are is-
ues that certainly influence the local capacity. In addition, and with a
lose connection to the financial dimension, there is the political capac-
ty, where a strong car norm still seems to be present. One example of
his is the fact that improving and developing cycling infrastructure at
he expense of cars in existing urban space is problematic. Also, mea-
ures to make it more difficult to drive through areas by using reduced
peed limits, one-way streets, as well as car-free zones that would make
t easier to cycle, are ways of prioritising cycling. However, for political
easons, such measures are unfortunately rarely implemented. Never-
heless, there are considerably better opportunities to prioritise cycling
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Fig. 1. Modal split of the investigated munic- 
ipalities. 
Source: National Travel Survey Sweden, 
2019/2020 
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uring new housing developments, as ingrained habits and routines that
re difficult to change have not yet become established. This could be
een as an opportunity to improve the cycling infrastructure in Swedish
unicipalities, at least in new development projects. 

The work of achieving increased bicycling is not connected to only
ne capacity dimension or only one municipal department. The work
s much more integrated between the capacity dimensions and between
he different municipal departments that have a responsibility for one
r several areas (e.g. mobility management, strategies and action plans,
peration and maintenance, financing, local traffic regulations) that are
f great significance to achieve increased bicycling. Thus, there needs to
e clear and integrated cooperation within municipalities and between
ordering municipalities as well as with relevant actors at regional and
ational levels. 

In many of the included municipalities there is a lack of political
ourage to implement policies that promote increased cycling, and addi-
ional financial and human resources are probably needed in those mu-
icipalities to improve the local capacity. This challenge has also been
dentified in previous studies by Koglin (2013 , 2015b ) and Koglin and
ettersson (2017) . Planners and officials are often aware of the problem
nd of what is required to enable increased cycling or create a sustain-
ble transport system. However, there is often a lack of political will. It
ecame clear from this article that to develop and implement measures
o increase cycling, the importance of cars needs to be toned down in
trategic planning and policy documents, and there needs to be a sharper
ocus on sustainable transport, particularly cycling. 

From this study it appears that municipalities located in metropolitan
reas have a greater capacity to develop horizontal linkages with other
unicipalities as the cycle network is connected to a greater degree than

n municipalities outside the metropolitan areas. Common procurements
nd sharing of technical equipment are examples of increasing the ca-
acity, although there are still issues that remain to be dealt with to
reate a cycle network that is developed, operated, and maintained in a
tandardised way. The apparently great challenge for municipalities of
reating vertical linkages and cooperation with the Swedish Transport
dministration to create a coherent bicycle network is reducing munici-
alities’ capacity. The Swedish public road network organisation with a
ivided responsibility for funding, operating, and maintaining the cycle
etwork between municipalities and the Swedish Transport Adminis-
ration creates challenges and obstacles for planners as they attempt to
chieve local objectives. And with no (or a great lack of) institutional
ooperation between the national and local levels, the aim of promot-
ng increased cycling becomes difficult to achieve. Greater consensus
7 
nd collaboration between municipalities and the Swedish Transport
dministration must be achieved to fulfil national and local policy aims
n cycling. This is particularly important in municipalities and regions
n which the Swedish Transport Administration owns much of the road
etwork. 

We believe that many of the obstacles are not only occurring in Swe-
en, but also in other European countries. The planning systems in Eu-
ope are rather similar, although of course national differences exist.
hus, the results could also offer insights or at lease food for thought
bout the situation in other countries. Although cycling is a much more
ominant mode of transport in Copenhagen, which is often considered
o be more a bike-friendly city compared to many cities in Sweden, bar-
iers for planning strategic cycling infrastructure exist. Barriers are often
ssociated with the political courage and will to decrease car use, some-
hing almost all cities in Europe (and in fact the world) struggle with.
n this sense, the results of this study are not really surprising but of-
er a deeper understanding of what is important in other cities outside
weden. The fact that it is often easier to increase cycling as long as it
oes not interfere with car traffic is not only a problem in Sweden, but in
any other countries as well ( Henderson & Gulsrud, 2019 ; Koglin 2020 ;

reudendal Pedersen 2015a, 2015b ; Koglin et al., 2021 ). 
Generally, it can be concluded that this article shows that there is

reat desire, knowledge and understanding among planners and officials
n Sweden in terms of how to create a strategic cycling infrastructure.
hese factors could form the basis of a strategic cycling infrastructure

n Swedish municipalities that contributes to increased cycling and re-
uced car traffic, thereby bringing the transport systems one step closer
o achieving a fossil-free transport system. However, the lack of political
ill to break free from the car norm is an important issue that planners
lone cannot tackle. There needs to be a political and societal transition
n mobility norms away from the car and towards sustainable modes of
ransport, not least cycling. 

In terms of future research, we believe it is of importance to further
ook into the cycling mainstreaming of the different planning agencies,
ike national, regional, and local planning offices. More focus should
lso be directed towards the organisation and planning of cycling in
emi-dense and rural areas as there has been and is an emphasis on
ycling in the urban context. Moreover, more research on the dominance
f automobile systems in our cities is needed in order to shed light on
ow that affects planning for cycling infrastructure. If we want to create
ustainable transport systems it is of importance to decrease car use and
he impact cars have on our societies for a proper transition towards
ycling futures Fig. 1 . 



J. Alm and T. Koglin Journal of Urban Mobility 2 (2022) 100029 

D

 

i  

t

A

 

R  

fi

A

 

m  

n  

w
 

i  

p  

t
 

i
 

c  

m  

t
 

b  

t  

n

 

c
 

d
 

i
 

c

 

t
 

y
 

f  

s
 

o
 

h  

i  

i
 

p
 

a

 

m
 

n  

m  

s
 

t  

i  

m  

o

 

k

R

A  

 

A  

 

B  

B  

B
B
B  

 

C  

C  

d  

D  

 

E  

E  

 

F
F  

F  

F  

 

G  

G  

G  

G  

H  

H  

H  

 

H  

H  

 

eclaration of Competing Interest 

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial
nterests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence
he work reported in this paper. 

cknowledgments 

The authors would like to the reviewers for their helpful comments,
oyal Institute of Technology Vinnova (grant number 2015-03501) for
nancing the study and Anchor English for proofreading the article. 

ppendix Interview guide 

0 Introduction to the Interview 

This is a study where we conduct telephone interviews with the
embers of the organization "Swedish cycling cities", i.e., public orga-
izations that themselves emphasize that they are at the forefront of the
ork with cycling in Sweden. 

The purpose of the study is to investigate what you consider to be
mportant measures to increase cycling, based on your knowledge, ex-
erience and perceptions. And, the three measures that you assess are
he most important. 

In the interview, we will therefore focus on important measures to
ncrease cycling. 

We also want to know which of these important measures for in-
reased cycling that you in your organizations have previously imple-
ented and which you are working on today, and plan to implement in

he near future. 
Finally, we also want to know what obstacles and opportunities you

elieve exist to implement these important measures, in the way, and
o the extent that you believe are necessary for cycling to increase sig-
ificantly. 

Background issues 
Education? 
Age? 
Gender? 
How long have you been active in the organization? 
Current post? 
How long have you worked with cycling within the organization? 
How is the work with cycling organized within your municipality /

ity / region? 
What responsibilities, role and tasks around cycling do you have to-

ay? 
Describe how you think the conditions for cycling are in the munic-

pality / city / region? What are your strengths / weaknesses? 
Does the municipality / city / region have a goal of increased cy-

ling? What / which? 
Important measures for increased cycling 
What do you think are important measures to increase cycling? Jus-

ify why these are important. 
List the different measures and motivate them one at a time. Take

our time! 
Which three of these measures do you think are the most important

or increasing cycling? Rank from one to three (one most important, two
econd most important, etc.). Motivate! 

Important measures for increased cycling that are worked on in the
wn organization 

Which of the important measures - including the top three - that you
ave talked about have you previously implemented and / or are work-
ng with today in your organization? As well as planning to implement
n the near future? 

What important measures have you not implemented, nor do you
lan to implement? 

In your opinion, what governs which measures for increased cycling
re selected and implemented, or not, in your organization? 
8 
Obstacles and opportunities to decide on and implement important
easures for increased cycling 

What obstacles and opportunities do you think exist in your orga-
ization to decide on and implement the important measures you have
entioned (theme 2)? And in that way, and to the extent that you con-

ider it necessary for cycling to increase significantly? 
Obstacles and opportunities, we believe, can be many different

hings, such as working hours, resources / budget, competence, polit-
cal will, governing documents, legitimacy and priority within the ad-
inistration, cooperation, and collaboration within and outside one’s

wn organization, or other. 
Obstacles & opportunities regarding: 
A, 
B, 
C, 
Etc. 
(Review each of the key actions listed under theme 2) 
Other 
Is there anything else you want to address that you think we should

now about issues and the work with increased cycling? 
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