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Cycling & Mental Wellbeing

More Than Exercise

A practical guide to using a bike as a form of physical activity while also paying attention to mood, stress,
confidence, sensory needs, motivation and the relationship we have with exercise.

The aim is not to turn cycling into another target. It is to explore whether movement on a
bike can become one useful part of looking after yourself.

Inside: exercise and mood ¢ nervous-system regulation ¢« motivation ¢ indoor and outdoor cycling ¢ neurodivergent
and sensory needs ° reducing performance pressure ¢ barriers and adaptations ¢ wellbeing tracker ¢ safety ¢
sources « a message from Maggie
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Why a bike can offer more than exercise

Cycling is clearly a physical activity: muscles work, breathing changes and the cardiovascular system responds to
effort. But the experience of being on a bike also includes rhythm, balance, attention, surroundings, choice and
movement through space. Those additional elements are why two people can complete the same amount of
exercise and experience it very differently emotionally.

Physical activity and mental wellbeing

Regular physical activity is associated with benefits for health and wellbeing. For some people, exercise can
support mood, sleep, energy and stress management. Cycling offers a wide range of intensity: a few gentle

minutes on a stationary bike, a flat traffic-free ride, an e-bike journey or a more vigorous ride can all involve

meaningful movement. There is no single dose of cycling that every person needs for mental wellbeing.

Rhythm and repetition

Pedalling is repetitive. When the bike, route and surroundings feel safe enough, that repetition can be experienced
as steadying. The body has a simple job to return to: push, release, repeat. Some people find this helps interrupt
repetitive thinking; others find the rhythm creates enough mental space for thoughts to become clearer.

A change of environment

A ride can mark a transition. Leaving the house, moving between places or changing the view can interrupt a
difficult part of the day. Outdoor cycling may add daylight, weather, green space or contact with a neighbourhood.
Indoor cycling can offer the movement without traffic, weather or social demands.

Achievement without competition

Achievement might mean cycling for five minutes, learning to balance, completing a familiar loop, returning after
illness, using an adapted cycle or getting onto an exercise bike when motivation is low. When wellbeing is the goal,
achievement can be defined by what was meaningful for you rather than by speed, distance or another person's
performance.

Thinking space and attention

Cycling requires attention to the present: balance, route, surface, traffic, other people, breathing and physical
sensations. That can temporarily change the focus of attention. It is important not to romanticise this—some people
think more while cycling and some feel more anxious—but it can be useful to notice what happens to your own
thoughts before, during and after a ride.
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What happens when we exercise on a bike?

The physical sensations of exercise can overlap with emotional sensations. A faster heartbeat, warmer skin,
heavier breathing and tired muscles may feel energising to one person and alarming to another. Understanding this
can help someone choose an intensity that feels manageable rather than assuming that harder exercise is
automatically better.

Intensity can be flexible

You can change gears, resistance, route, duration and pace. An exercise bike may allow very small changes in
resistance. An e-bike can reduce effort on hills or during fatigue. A recumbent or adapted cycle may change
posture and stability. Flexibility is a strength, not a shortcut.

Mood before and after

Instead of judging a ride by kilometres, try noticing mood, energy and tension. Did you feel less restless? More
alert? Pleasantly tired? Overstimulated? Drained? Proud? Neutral? A ride does not have to create a dramatic
improvement to be worthwhile, and a difficult ride is information rather than failure.

Exercise and sleep

Physical activity can be one part of healthy sleep routines, but timing and intensity matter individually. Vigorous
exercise late in the day may feel stimulating for some people, while gentle movement may help others unwind.
Track your own pattern rather than applying a universal rule.

Exercise and appetite

Cycling uses energy. Longer or harder rides may affect hunger, thirst and recovery needs. Food and fluid are part
of supporting an active body. If exercise is becoming tied to compensation for eating, fear of rest, weight control or
rigid calorie rules, that deserves careful attention and appropriate support.

Recovery belongs in exercise

Muscles and the wider body need recovery. Mental recovery matters too. Rest days, shorter rides and choosing not
to cycle are not gaps in a wellbeing plan; they can be part of the plan. Persistent pain, dizziness, unusual
breathlessness, faintness or symptoms that concern you should not be pushed through.

A useful question

Instead of asking, “Was that enough exercise?” try asking, “What did my body and mind need from movement
today, and did this ride give me some of it?”
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Cycling, stress and the nervous system

The nervous system is constantly responding to information from inside and outside the body. Cycling provides a
large amount of that information: movement, balance, pressure through the feet and hands, changes in breathing,
visual flow, sound, temperature and speed. This can feel regulating, stimulating or overwhelming depending on the
person and the situation.

When cycling feels regulating

A familiar route, predictable resistance, steady rhythm and manageable sensory environment may help someone
feel more organised or settled. Some people prefer a quiet outdoor path; others feel safer indoors where lighting,
temperature and sound can be controlled.

When cycling increases stress

Traffic, close passes, road noise, wind, bright sunlight, crowds, navigation, fear of falling, pain, an uncomfortable
saddle or pressure to keep up can all increase stress. The solution is not always to ‘push through'. Changing the
environment, equipment, route or type of cycling may be more supportive.

Before the ride: check your starting point

Notice energy, pain, sensory load, anxiety, hydration, hunger and how much concentration you have available. If
you are already overloaded, a busy road may be a poor choice even if it is your usual route. A short stationary
cycle, quiet path or rest may fit better.

During the ride: keep checking

Can you breathe comfortably for the level of effort? Are your shoulders clenched? Is traffic making you increasingly
tense? Are you enjoying the movement or enduring it? Do you need to stop, lower resistance, change route or go
home? Self-monitoring is not weakness; it is how exercise becomes responsive.

After the ride: notice recovery

Give yourself a few minutes before deciding how the ride affected you. Notice mood, alertness, muscle fatigue,
sensory state and whether you need food, fluid, quiet, stretching, warmth or rest. This information can shape the
next ride.
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Cycling with ADHD, autism and sensory differences

Neurodivergent people are not one group with one response to exercise. Cycling can be particularly appealing
because it combines movement with immediate feedback, but the same activity can contain sensory,
executive-function and safety barriers. Adaptations should begin with the individual experience.

ADHD: movement, stimulation and focus

Cycling can provide movement and changing stimulation, which some people with ADHD find helpful. The task is
immediate: steer, pedal, observe, respond. Barriers may include getting started, remembering equipment,
maintaining the bike, planning routes, judging time, impulsive decisions or becoming so absorbed that fatigue is
missed.

Practical ADHD supports

» Keep helmet, lights, lock and essentials together.

» Use one or two familiar routes for low-planning days.

* Set a return-time alarm if losing track of time is common.
 Use a simple pre-ride check rather than relying on memory.
* Build in a planned pause to notice thirst, hunger and fatigue.
Autism: predictability and sensory experience

A repeated route and rhythmic pedalling may feel predictable and enjoyable. However, helmets, seams, wind,
traffic noise, glare, smells, crowded paths and unexpected diversions may be significant barriers. A person may
also need more recovery after a sensory-heavy ride even if the physical exercise itself was manageable.

Sensory adaptations

» Choose quieter times or traffic-free routes.

* Try equipment for comfort before committing to a long ride.

« Carry an additional layer if temperature changes are difficult.

* Use clear route plans and identify stopping places in advance.

* Consider indoor, recumbent, adapted or e-assist cycling when these better match sensory and physical needs.
There is no 'correct' version of cycling

Someone cycling indoors for eight minutes may be getting exactly the movement their nervous system needs.
Someone else may need a long outdoor ride. Accessibility and regulation matter more than fitting an image of what
a cyclist should look like.
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Removing performance and body pressure

Exercise messages can easily become tangled with weight, appearance, calories and discipline. For some people,
this makes cycling less supportive. A mental-health resource needs to make room for movement that is not earned,
punished, tracked or judged.

You do not have to measure everything

Speed, heart rate, power, distance, calories and ride streaks can be useful data when someone genuinely enjoys
them. They are optional. If tracking makes you anxious, competitive with yourself, ashamed of rest or unable to
enjoy the ride, try hiding or reducing the data.

A ride can count when...

« you cycle for five or ten minutes;

e you use low resistance;

* you stop several times;

* you use an e-bike;

* you use an adapted or recumbent cycle;
* you cycle indoors;

* you ride slowly;

e you turn around;

* you decide your body needs rest instead.
Warning signs that exercise may be becoming unhelpful

Pay attention if you feel compelled to cycle despite injury or iliness; experience intense guilt or panic when you
cannot exercise; repeatedly ignore exhaustion; use cycling to compensate for eating; organise life rigidly around
exercise; or feel that your worth depends on weight, distance or performance. These are reasons to seek support,
not reasons to become stricter with yourself.

Movement for function and pleasure

Cycling may be transportation, rehabilitation, recreation, social connection or simply something enjoyable. It is
allowed to have practical or pleasurable value without needing to transform your body. A wellbeing-focused
relationship with cycling makes space for choice.
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Barriers: making cycling more accessible

Not everyone can simply ‘get on a bike'. Physical ability, disability, chronic iliness, pain, balance, finances, storage,
traffic, confidence, weather, sensory needs and access to safe routes can all affect participation. Recognising
barriers prevents wellbeing advice from becoming exclusionary.

Physical barriers

Pain, joint limitations, reduced stamina, balance difficulties, weakness, coordination differences and fatigue may
change what kind of cycling is possible. Options can include e-assist, tricycles, recumbent cycles, handcycles,
adapted cycles, shorter sessions, stationary bikes and seated pedal exercisers. Future resources in this Cycling
section explore these in more depth.

Chair and seated cycling

A compact pedal exerciser can sometimes be used from a supportive chair, allowing someone to pedal with the
legs without mounting a conventional bicycle. Equipment suitability, posture, stability and individual medical
considerations matter. The mental-health benefit may come partly from having an accessible way to move when
other forms of exercise are difficult.

Handcycling

Handcycles are powered primarily through the arms rather than conventional leg pedalling. Designs vary, and they
can open cycling to people with different mobility needs. Handcycling is not a lesser version of cycling; it is cycling.
Access to suitable equipment, assessment and safe places to practise can be important.

Non-physical barriers

Fear of traffic, previous falls, not knowing how to maintain a bike, cost, not having secure storage, embarrassment,
not having anyone to ride with and uncertainty about local routes can all stop someone beginning. Breaking the
problem down can help: borrow or hire equipment, practise somewhere traffic-free, learn one maintenance skill,
ride with one trusted person or use an indoor bike first.

Work and everyday life

For some people, cycling is also transport. Workplace cycle schemes, secure storage, showers, flexible clothing
expectations and safe route planning can influence whether cycling to work is realistic. The Cycling category will
include a separate practical guide to the UK Cycle to Work scheme so current rules can be checked and explained
clearly.
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Your cycling & wellbeing worksheet

This is a reflection tool, not a performance log. Complete only the parts that are useful.

Before | cycle After | cycle

Mood: Mood:

Energy: Energy:

Stress: Stress:

Pain/discomfort: Pain/discomfort:

Sensory load: Sensory load:

What do | need from movement? What did movement give me?

Reflect rather than score

» What part of the ride felt best physically?

* What happened to my thoughts while | was pedalling?
» Did the environment help or add stress?

» Was the level of exercise right for today?

* Did | notice the point when | had done enough?

» What adaptation would make the next ride easier?

» Would I prefer outdoor cycling, indoor cycling, an e-bike, adapted cycle, handcycle or seated pedalling?

» What would make cycling feel more like self-care and less like a task?

My next gentle experiment

Next time | could try:

One thing | will remove or reduce:

One thing that may make the ride more enjoyable or accessible:

Space to Breathe Therapy
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Safety, health considerations and sources

Cycling for wellbeing still needs to be safe. Use equipment appropriate to the activity, maintain the bike, follow
relevant road rules and choose an environment that matches your confidence and skill. A helmet, visibility
measures and route planning may form part of safer cycling depending on the setting and activity.

Health considerations

If you have a health condition, are recovering from illness or surgery, experience significant pain or fatigue, have
balance difficulties, or take medication that may affect alertness, coordination, blood pressure or exercise
tolerance, individual medical or rehabilitation advice may be appropriate before changing activity levels. Stop and
seek appropriate help for concerning symptoms rather than pushing through them.

Mental health support

Cycling can be one supportive activity, but it is not a replacement for therapy, medical care, medication or crisis
support when these are needed. If your mental health is deteriorating significantly, seek professional help. If
exercise itself has become compulsive, frightening or strongly connected with disordered eating or
self-punishment, tell an appropriate health professional.

Sources and further information

World Health Organization. Guidelines on physical activity and sedentary behaviour — evidence-based
recommendations covering health and physical activity.

NHS. Physical activity and exercise information, including guidance on activity for health and wellbeing.

Mind. Information on physical activity and mental health, including possible benefits and barriers.

Sustrans. UK active-travel and cycling information, including practical support for everyday cycling.

British Cycling. Guidance on starting and participating in cycling.

UK Government. Cycle to Work guidance — to be used and checked against current rules in the dedicated Cycle
to Work resource.

Using this guide

This resource is educational and supportive. It cannot assess an individual's fithess to cycle or provide
personalised medical advice. Adapt the ideas to your circumstances and seek professional input where needed.

Coming later in this Cycling category

Cycling for anxiety « cycling and ADHD - cycling and autism ¢ cycling with chronic illness ¢ physical barriers to
cycling * chair/seated cycling ¢ handcycling « adaptive cycling ¢ Cycle to Work ¢ cycling through grief ¢ cycling and
confidence « mindful cycling ¢ cycling without weight-loss pressure.
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A message from me

When we think about exercise, it can be easy to think about fitness, weight, distance, speed or what we believe we
should be doing.

But getting on a bike can offer us so much more than that.

Cycling gives our body the opportunity to move while our mind gets some space. You might feel your legs working,
notice your breathing changing and feel your heart beating a little faster. At the same time, you may notice the
world around you, feel the air on your face and find that your thoughts begin to settle.

You don't need to be a cyclist. You don't need expensive equipment, and you don't need to ride for miles. You can
use an exercise bike at home, cycle gently around somewhere you feel safe, use an e-bike or adapted bike, or
simply start with a few minutes.

And | want this section of the library to recognise that a conventional bike is not accessible to everyone. Cycling
can also mean a handcycle, adapted cycle, recumbent cycle, chair-based pedal exerciser or another way of
creating that repeated cycling movement. The important part is finding something that works for your body.

Exercise should work with your body, not become another pressure you place upon it.

Some days you might want to challenge yourself. Other days, a gentle ride might be enough. And sometimes your
body will tell you that what it needs most is rest.

The important thing isn't how far you have cycled. It's how moving your body and spending that time with a bike—or
a form of cycling that is accessible to you—has made you feel.

Maggie Learoyd
Space to Breathe Therapy

Support today. A brighter tomorrow.
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