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A bicyclist rides a Capital Bikeshare bike 
outside APA’s Washington, D.C., office.

Bike Sharing
Bike-share systems provide bicycles for short-term use, typically between a few minutes and a few 
hours. Users can pick up a bike at any bike-share station and drop it off again at any other station in the 
system. While bike sharing is not a new phenomenon, improvements in bike-sharing technology and 
bicycle infrastructure have led to the spread of bike sharing in many cities across the U.S. The following 
sections provide a brief overview of the modern history of bike-share systems and highlight key features 
of systems operations before raising three important considerations for communities exploring bike-
sharing opportunities. 

Modern Bike Sharing
The first bike-share system was launched in the Netherlands in 1965. The program, which relied on the 
honor system, was short-lived. In the 1990s, Denmark launched bike-sharing programs in several cities, 
using coin-operated systems, and other European countries followed suit. In 2007, Paris introduced 
Vélib, which is considered to be the first large-scale modern bike-share system. Vélib started with 10,000 
bikes and 750 stations and now has over 20,000 bikes and 1,800 stations in Paris and surrounding cities. 

Bike sharing in the U.S. started with a number of honor-system programs in the 1990s, including 
Portland, Oregon’s Yellow Bikes Project. Mirroring the experience of the Netherlands in the 1960s, most 
of these early U.S. attempts at bike sharing operated for a short period time before being derailed by 
theft and vandalism. While a few cities piloted small deposit- or fee-based systems in the U.S. before 
2008, that year Washington, D.C., became the first city in the U.S. to launch a modern, fully automated 
bike-share system, with 10 stations and 120 bikes. Following a rebranding and relaunch in 2010, the 
program has since grown to more than 350 stations and over 3,000 bikes in Washington and surround-
ing jurisdictions. Other big cities, like New York and Chicago, also have extensive systems, but there are 
also automated bike-share systems currently operating in more than two dozen small and midsized 
cities across the U.S. 

System Operations
Bike-share systems place docking stations around the city or a district (such as a downtown or campus). 
Each docking station generally includes a self-serve kiosk, allowing users pay for a period of time or an 
annual subscription to use the system, and pricing generally incentivizes short trips. Most modern sys-
tems use radio frequency identification (RFID) technology to monitor bicycle usage and locations and to 
facilitate check-ins and check-outs. 

Many of the systems have smartphone apps, which provide information on docking station locations 
and real-time information on availability of bikes or open docks, allowing users to plan their trips. While 
some systems provide access to communal bike helmets, most do not. 

Bike-share systems are generally either publicly owned and operated by a contractor (e.g., Capital Bike-
share in the Washington, D.C., area; Divvy in Chicago; and CitiBike in New York) or run by a nonprofit (e.g., 
Denver B-Cycle, Nice Bikes Minnesota, and GREENbike in Salt Lake City) with the support of the city. Sys-
tems rely on usage and membership fees, sponsorships, grants, and advertising for operating revenue.

Building First and Last Mile Connections
Bike sharing is an important part of building first and last mile connections, or addressing the gap between 
when a transit user’s trip ends and their final destination. The standard distance that a transit user will walk 
from a station is about half a mile, while bike sharing can increase this radius to three to five miles.
For example, in a survey of Capital Bikeshare users in Washington, D.C., 50 percent reported that they 



would not have taken a trip that they took in the past month without bike sharing, with 65 percent of 
those respondents citing “too far to walk” as the reason. Bike sharing provides a convenient and time-
efficient option for making these first and last mile connections. The presence of bicycle infrastructure, 
such as bike lanes or cycle tracks, is important to facilitating these connections, increasing user safety, 
and encouraging bicycling (both bike sharing and more generally). 

Increasing Transportation Choice
Bike sharing also increases transportation choice, and allows users to select bikes as a primary mode 
of transportation or as a complement to other modes. Bike-share systems have been associated with a 
modal shift away from driving. For example, a survey found that bike-share users in Minneapolis-Saint 
Paul (Nice Ride Minnesota) and Salt Lake City (GREENbike) reported driving 53 and 55 percent less, 
respectively, while the survey of Capital Bikeshare users found that they reported driving 55 percent less. 
However, bike sharing may also result in shifts away from other modes. The Capital Bikeshare survey, for 
example, found that users also reported using Metro 58 percent less and taking the bus 52 percent less 
often. Users also reported walking less often. 

Equity of Access
Across bike-share systems, riders have been found to be more likely to be young, educated, male, and 
white than the average population of the area where the system is located. That this rider profiles exists 
across bike-share systems has raised questions related to equity of access related to bike sharing.

There are two primary barriers to access: station location and usage fees. Bike-share stations are more 
likely to be located in dense, walkable neighborhoods that are well served by transit. In many cities with 
bike-share systems, this also means they are less likely to be located in low-income neighborhoods. The 
annual subscription model also requires payment up front for the service by credit card. 

Boston’s Hubway has attempted to make the system more accessible by offering a subsidized five-dollar 
annual membership (which includes a helmet) to low-income residents and partnering with commu-
nity groups that work with low-income populations. The subsidized memberships also provide an addi-
tional 30-minute grace period to return the bikes. Currently 18 percent of Hubway users have subsidized 
memberships and subsidized members are using the system more frequently than unsubsidized users. 
Other systems, such as Indego in Philadephia, are now offering monthly subscription plans.

Conclusion
Bike-share systems create an important option within the transportation network, both for casual and 
regular users. They help build first and last mile connections and increase modal choice, both of which 
can be important to reducing trips made by cars. They can also provide health benefits to users, and in-
crease the visibility of cycling, which can increase local support for policies and programs that promote 
cycling. As bike-share systems continue to expand and grow in cities across the U.S., it is important to 
address equity issues, including station location and usage pricing models. 
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