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Bonab City.

This study aims to identify the opportunities and challenges of developing urban cycling in
Bonab, employing a qualitative approach and the thematic analysis method of Braun and
Clarke. The statistical population consisted of experts and specialists in the fields of urban
planning, transportation, and traffic management in Bonab, from whom 12 participants were
selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were collected through in-depth semi-
structured interviews lasting between 40 and 55 minutes and were analyzed after theoretical
saturation was reached in the tenth interview. The systematic coding process led to the
extraction of basic themes, which were organized into 17 themes and ultimately classified into
five overarching themes: challenges related to physical and service infrastructure, deficiencies
in urban governance and policymaking, challenges arising from social culture and negative
public attitudes, local capacities and development opportunities, and the economic capabilities
and developmental benefits of cycling. The findings indicate that the development of cycling
in Bonab is a complex three-dimensional equation whose success requires simultaneous
constructive interaction among physical, institutional, and cultural dimensions, none of which
is sufficient on its own. Furthermore, Bonab is an opportunity-oriented city endowed with
natural advantages, social motivations, technological opportunities, and strong potential for
citizen participation, making the realization of a bicycle-oriented city not only feasible but also
essential.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Rapid urbanization, increasing environmental
concerns, and the growing demand for
sustainable transportation systems have made
cycling a key component of contemporary
urban mobility strategies. Around the world,
cities are struggling with the mounting
consequences of car-dependent urban transport
systems, including traffic congestion, air
pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and
reduced public health. As global trends indicate,
bicycles have become one of the most
promising modes of sustainable transportation,
particularly for short- and medium-distance
trips. Numerous cities—from highly developed
ones with extensive cycling networks to
developing contexts experimenting with more
sustainable mobility systems—have
increasingly recognized the critical role of
bicycles in supporting climate goals, public
health, and urban livability.

In this global context, the concept of the
“bicycle city” has emerged as a fundamental
paradigm in sustainable urban planning. It
reflects a shift from car-centered planning
toward human-scale urban environments
focused on accessibility, safety, environmental
well-being, and social equity. A “bicycle city”
requires the integration of multiple dimensions:
proper physical infrastructure, supportive
governance and policymaking, and a cycling-
friendly urban culture. Successful international
experiences demonstrate that an integrated
approach, combining physical facilities, legal
frameworks, public education, and community
participation, can transform travel behavior and
improve quality of life.

Although  research on  bicycle-oriented
development has grown significantly, a
noticeable gap remains in the study of small and
medium-sized cities in Iran. These cities possess
unique spatial characteristics, shorter travel
distances, and social structures that can provide
fertile ground for cycling development, yet they
remain understudied. The city of Bonab, located
in East Azerbaijan Province, is a significant
case in this context. Bonab’s flat topography,
moderate climate, compact urban structure, and
established culture of cycling distinguish it from
many other Iranian cities. The city hosts
widespread public cycling events, and bicycles

have long been used by many residents for
everyday mobility. Despite these advantages,
cycling infrastructure and planning in Bonab
remain fragmented and insufficient.

This study addresses this research gap by
providing a comprehensive examination of the
opportunities and challenges associated with
promoting urban cycling in Bonab. Using a
qualitative methodology and thematic analysis,
the study identifies the fundamental elements,
obstacles, and potential pathways toward
developing a bicycle-oriented city. The findings
highlight that the future of cycling in Bonab
depends not on a single factor but on the
synergistic interaction of physical, institutional,
and cultural dimensions.

Methodology

This research employed a qualitative approach
using thematic analysis, following the six-phase
framework proposed by Braun and Clarke. This
method enables the identification and
interpretation of meaningful patterns and
themes within qualitative datasets. The study
aimed to uncover the underlying structures,
concepts, and relationships shaping cycling
development in Bonab. Data were collected
through semi-structured, in-depth interviews
with experts and specialists in urban planning,
traffic management, and transportation.

The study population consisted of professionals
working in Bonab’s municipal organizations—
including the municipality, urban transportation
authorities, and traffic police—as well as
university faculty members specializing in
urban planning, traffic engineering, and urban
geography. A purposive sampling method
combined with snowballing techniques was
used to identify participants with extensive
knowledge of Bonab’s urban structure,
transportation system, and cycling-related
issues. Ultimately, 12 experts were selected,
representing  diverse  perspectives  across
institutional and academic domains.

Interviews lasted between 40 and 55 minutes
and were conducted at workplaces or other
appropriate locations. With the participants’
consent, all interviews were audio-recorded and
accompanied by detailed note-taking. The
recordings were transcribed verbatim to retain
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semantic depth, including pauses, emphasis,
and nonverbal cues where relevant.

Data analysis was carried out systematically.
First, the researchers immersed themselves in
the transcripts to identify initial codes directly
reflecting the meaningful units of data. Related
codes were then grouped together to form
organizing themes. Subsequently, these
organizing themes were merged and refined into
comprehensive overarching themes. To ensure
rigor, the research followed the four
trustworthiness criteria of Lincoln and Guba:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability. Techniques such as participant
validation, detailed contextual descriptions,
complete documentation of the research
process, and preservation of all raw data were
applied.

The sample size was determined through
theoretical saturation. After 10 interviews,
researchers observed that no substantial new
insights were emerging, and two additional
interviews confirmed full saturation. Inclusion
criteria required a minimum of five years of
professional experience and deep familiarity
with Bonab’s transportation and cultural
conditions.

Results and discussion

The thematic analysis yielded 17 organizing
themes categorized under five overarching
themes. These themes represent the core
challenges and opportunities in developing a
bicycle-oriented city in Bonab.

The first overarching theme—Challenges in
Physical Infrastructure and Cycling Facilities—
shows critical gaps between existing conditions
and standard requirements. Interviewees
described symbolic, disconnected bicycle lanes
lacking physical separation from motor
vehicles. Several emphasized the inadequate
quality of asphalt, insufficient lighting, unsafe
intersections, and missing signage. The absence
of secure parking and supportive facilities such
as repair stations further discourages residents
from cycling. These findings confirm that,
although Bonab has natural advantages, its
cycling infrastructure remains insufficient,
fragmented, and in many cases unusable.

The second overarching theme—Governance
and Policy Challenges—captures deficiencies
in  planning, institutional  coordination,

policymaking, and enforcement. Experts
highlighted the lack of a comprehensive cycling
development plan, insufficient data for
evidence-based transportation planning, and a
lack of consistent funding. Furthermore, weak
inter-organizational coordination among the
municipality, police, transportation authorities,
and other stakeholders results in fragmented
efforts. Interviewees also noted the absence of
incentives for cycling, such as tax exemptions
or traffic restrictions for cars, and a lack of laws
that effectively protect cyclists. This theme
underscores that without strong governance,
even well-designed infrastructure cannot
transform cycling behavior.

The third overarching theme—Cultural and
Social Barriers—reflects deep-rooted attitudes
and behavioral patterns that hinder the adoption
of cycling. Experts emphasized negative
perceptions linked to adulthood, gender norms,
and social status. Many residents perceive
bicycles as a mode of transport for children or
low-income groups, while some fear social
judgment or consider cycling unsafe. Lack of
formal cycling education and ineffective public-
awareness campaigns further reinforce these
barriers.

The  fourth  overarching  theme—Local
Capacities and  Opportunities—highlights
Bonab’s significant natural, social, and
technological advantages. The city’s flat
topography, compact spatial form, moderate
climate, and human-scale urban environment
create ideal conditions for cycling. Social and
economic incentives, including rising health
awareness and  interest in  reducing
transportation costs, indicate growing readiness
among residents. The potential to adopt smart
technologies—such as bike-sharing systems,
mobile routing applications, and automated
counting devices—provides opportunities to
modernize cycling promotion efforts.

The fifth overarching theme—Economic,
Environmental, and Transportation Benefits—
demonstrates the multi-dimensional value of
cycling for Bonab. Experts noted substantial
potential for job creation in bicycle-related
industries, local businesses, tourism, and
maintenance services. Cycling also reduces air
pollution, noise, and fossil fuel consumption
while improving public health. From a
transportation perspective, increased cycling
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could ease congestion, reduce parking demand,
and enhance accessibility for low-income
groups. These benefits illustrate that investing
in cycling is not merely a transportation
initiative but a comprehensive strategy for
sustainable urban development.

Conclusion

This study concludes that developing cycling in
Bonab is a complex, multi-dimensional process
requiring simultaneous attention to
infrastructure, governance, and cultural factors.
None of these dimensions alone can guarantee
success. However, Bonab  possesses
considerable potential-—geographical, social,
and technological—to become a leading model
of a bicycle-oriented city in Iran. The city’s
natural advantages, combined with strong
community interest and the potential benefits of
cycling, provide a powerful foundation for
future planning. To advance toward this vision,

the study recommends adopting a long-term
integrated cycling master plan, enhancing
community  education and  awareness,
establishing reliable data collection systems,
improving governance coordination, and
creating incentives for cycling. Bonab can
transform into a sustainable and livable bicycle-
friendly city if these actions are implemented
cohesively.
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