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Cycling for Anxiety
Find Calm in the Journey
Anxiety can live in thoughts and in the body. Cycling brings movement, breathing, attention and environment
together. For some people this creates useful space from worry; for others, particular aspects of cycling can trigger
anxiety. This guide is about finding a version of cycling that feels supportive rather than forcing yourself through
fear.

The aim is not to outrun anxiety. It is to discover whether a bike can help you move
alongside it with a little more choice.

Inside: anxiety in the body • anxious thoughts • cycling and regulation • panic sensations • fear of roads and falling
• graded confidence • indoor cycling • sensory needs • practical grounding • worksheets • safety • sources • a
tailored message from Maggie
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Understanding anxiety before we add the bike
Anxiety is a protective response. It can involve worry, racing thoughts, muscle tension, nausea, dizziness, a fast
heartbeat, shallow or rapid breathing, sweating, restlessness and a strong urge to avoid or escape. Those
sensations are real even when there is no immediate danger.

Why movement may help

Physical activity gives the body something purposeful to do with energy and arousal. Pedalling also creates a
repeated rhythm and an external task. Some people notice that worries become quieter while attention is shared
between movement, balance, route and surroundings. This does not mean exercise cures anxiety, and it should
not become something you feel compelled to do whenever anxiety appears.

Anxiety can also make cycling harder

Traffic, speed, hills, unfamiliar routes, being watched, fear of falling, getting lost, physical sensations of exertion
and uncertainty about whether you can get home may all trigger anxiety. A supportive approach identifies the
trigger and changes the ride around it rather than treating every fear as something that must immediately be
conquered.

The difference between discomfort and danger

Some anxiety is uncomfortable but manageable. Some situations are genuinely unsafe. A busy road, poorly
maintained bike, severe weather, reduced concentration or symptoms that affect safe cycling need practical
responses, not psychological pushing. Mental-health advice should never encourage someone to ignore real risk.

Start with curiosity

Ask: What exactly am I anxious about? Is it the physical effort, the road, other people, balance, getting stuck far
from home, sensory overload or the possibility of panic? The more specific the fear becomes, the easier it is to
choose an appropriate adaptation.
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Cycling, breathing and the anxious body
Exercise naturally changes breathing and heart rate. For someone who fears bodily sensations, these normal
exercise responses can resemble the sensations of anxiety or panic. That overlap can be confusing and
sometimes frightening.

Heart rate

Your heart normally beats faster as effort increases. If a fast heartbeat is a personal anxiety trigger, begin at an
intensity that feels predictable. An indoor exercise bike can be useful because resistance can be changed
immediately and stopping does not leave you far from home.

Breathing

You do not need to force slow breathing while exercising. Instead, notice whether you are holding your breath or
pushing beyond an intensity that feels manageable. During gentle cycling you may be able to speak in short
sentences comfortably. If symptoms feel unusual, severe or medically concerning, stop and seek appropriate
advice.

Muscle tension

Anxiety can make hands grip handlebars tightly and shoulders rise toward the ears. Periodically notice your jaw,
shoulders and hands. Where safe, soften your grip and let the shoulders drop. Bike fit also matters: discomfort
should not automatically be labelled anxiety.

Dizziness and panic fears

Dizziness can have many causes, including anxiety, exertion, dehydration, heat or medical factors. Because
balance is essential on a bicycle, do not continue riding if you feel unsafe. Stop somewhere secure. If dizziness is
recurrent, unexplained or concerning, seek medical advice before relying on exposure or reassurance.

A calmer ride is not necessarily a slower life

Reducing intensity, choosing an easier route or cycling indoors is not 'giving in'. It may be exactly what allows
exercise to remain accessible while confidence grows.
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When anxious thoughts come with you
Cycling does not switch thinking off. Worries may appear before leaving, during the ride or afterwards. The goal is
not to eliminate every anxious thought but to respond to it differently.

Before: anticipatory anxiety

You may imagine punctures, traffic, embarrassment, panic or not coping. Preparation can help when it is
proportionate: check the bike, choose a known route, carry what you genuinely need and tell someone your plan if
appropriate. Endless checking, repeated reassurance and postponing until everything feels perfect can keep
anxiety in charge.

During: bring attention back to the ride

• Name five things you can see without taking your attention away from safe riding.

• Notice the repeated pressure of each foot on the pedal.

• Notice the temperature of the air on your face or hands.

• Identify one sound close to you and one farther away.

• Use a simple phrase such as: 'I am riding this part of the route now.'

After: avoid turning the ride into an interrogation

An anxious mind may review every moment: Was I safe? Did I nearly fall? Did I look foolish? Try a balanced review
instead. What went well? What was genuinely difficult? What did I learn? What needs adapting next time? A useful
review creates information; rumination repeatedly searches for certainty.

What if anxiety did not reduce?

The ride can still have value. You may have exercised, practised a skill, spent time outside or learned something
about your triggers. Success does not have to mean finishing completely calm.
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Fear of roads, traffic, falling and being watched
These are common barriers and deserve more than 'just do it'. Confidence can be built in layers.

Create a confidence ladder

List cycling situations from easiest to hardest. The first step should feel achievable, not terrifying. Repeat or adapt
steps as needed.

Example step Anxiety 0-10

Sit on the bike somewhere private ____

Pedal on a stationary bike ____

Ride in an empty car park or quiet enclosed area ____

Use a familiar traffic-free path ____

Ride a quiet route with a trusted person ____

Ride the familiar route alone ____

Try a slightly less familiar route ____

Fear of falling

Consider bike fit, balance skills, surface, footwear, speed and whether a different cycle would feel more stable. A
tricycle, recumbent cycle, adapted cycle or indoor bike may change the experience significantly. Professional cycle
training may also help someone develop practical skills rather than treating the fear as purely psychological.

Fear of being watched

Choose quieter times, less exposed locations or ride with someone supportive. Remember that confidence can
grow without making yourself the centre of a public challenge. The goal is access to movement, not proving that
embarrassment cannot affect you.
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Anxiety, neurodivergence and sensory load
For autistic people, people with ADHD and others with sensory differences, what looks like 'cycling anxiety' may
partly be sensory overload, executive-function demand or difficulty with unpredictability. Addressing those needs
can reduce anxiety without requiring the person to suppress them.

Possible sensory triggers

• wind or cold air on the face;

• traffic noise, bells or sudden horns;

• helmet pressure, straps or clothing seams;

• bright sunlight, glare or rapidly changing visual input;

• smells, crowds or people passing closely;

• vibration from uneven surfaces;

• unexpected route changes or road closures.

Reduce the load

Use familiar routes, quieter times, comfortable equipment and clear plans. Consider tinted lenses where
appropriate, clothing that reduces irritating textures, and a route with predictable stopping points. If outdoor cycling
creates too much sensory demand, indoor cycling can provide rhythmic movement with greater environmental
control.

ADHD and anxiety

For some people with ADHD, anxiety increases around preparation: finding equipment, remembering the lock,
checking tyres, planning the route and being on time. A visible checklist and keeping cycling items together can
reduce the number of decisions needed before a ride.

Predictability is an adaptation, not a failure

Repeating the same safe route can be a valid way to enjoy cycling. Novelty is optional.
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Indoor cycling when outside feels too much
An exercise bike, recumbent stationary bike or seated pedal exerciser can offer movement without traffic,
navigation, weather or fear of being stranded away from home. For some people this is a starting point; for others it
is their preferred form of cycling.

Use indoor cycling therapeutically, not punitively

Choose resistance and duration around wellbeing rather than punishment. Music, a familiar programme, an open
window or a quiet room can change the experience. If screens or performance displays increase anxiety, cover or
ignore data you do not need.

Chair and seated pedalling

A pedal exerciser used from a stable supportive chair may provide an accessible cycling movement for some
people. Suitability depends on the individual, equipment and physical needs. It can be particularly useful when
leaving home, balance or mounting a conventional bike is a barrier.

Handcycling and adapted cycling

Handcycles and other adapted cycles expand what cycling can mean. Anxiety support should include accessibility:
someone cannot build confidence in an activity that physically excludes them. A future guide in this section will look
specifically at handcycling, adaptive cycling and physical barriers.

A five-minute option

Set the bike or pedal exerciser up safely. Begin with one minute at an easy resistance. Notice the movement rather
than the numbers. Continue only if it feels okay. At five minutes, consciously decide whether to stop or continue.
This keeps choice present.
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Your cycling-for-anxiety plan
Use this before a ride or indoor session. It is designed to reduce uncertainty without encouraging endless checking.

My plan My answer

Where am I cycling? ________________________________________

Indoor / outdoor / adapted / other ________________________________________

How long feels manageable today? ________________________________________

What is my main anxiety trigger? ________________________________________

What practical adaptation will help? ________________________________________

Where can I stop safely? ________________________________________

Who can support me if needed? ________________________________________

What would 'enough' look like today? ________________________________________

Afterwards

My anxiety before: ____ /10 My anxiety after: ____ /10

Something that felt easier than expected: ______________________________

Something genuinely difficult: _______________________________________

One thing I would change next time: __________________________________

One thing I am pleased I did: ________________________________________

Remember

The purpose of the numbers is to notice patterns, not to force anxiety to reach zero.
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Safety, support and evidence
Cycling involves real-world safety decisions. Anxiety should not be used to dismiss genuine risk. Maintain the bike,
follow road rules, choose routes suited to your skill and concentration, and use appropriate safety and visibility
equipment for the setting.

When to get health advice

Seek appropriate medical advice if exercise causes symptoms that are new, severe, recurrent or concerning, or if a
health condition, medication, balance problem, fainting, significant dizziness or other issue may affect safe cycling.
Do not assume every physical sensation is anxiety.

When anxiety needs more support

If anxiety is significantly restricting daily life, causing frequent panic, leading to extensive avoidance or becoming
difficult to manage, professional support may help. Evidence-based psychological therapies can be effective for
anxiety disorders. Cycling can sit alongside treatment rather than replacing it.

Sources and further information

NHS. Information on anxiety, panic and physical activity.

NICE. Clinical guidance relating to anxiety disorders and evidence-based treatment.

World Health Organization. Guidance on physical activity and sedentary behaviour.

Mind. Information on anxiety and physical activity.

Sustrans. Practical UK cycling and active-travel information.

British Cycling. Guidance on cycling skills and getting started.

This guide is educational and supportive. It does not assess whether cycling is medically or practically safe for an
individual.
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A message from me
Anxiety can make our world feel smaller. It can tell us not to go, not to try, not to move too far from somewhere that
feels safe.

I don't want cycling to become another thing you feel you have to push yourself through.

Your bike can be somewhere you begin gently. That might mean sitting on it before you ever ride. It might mean
five minutes on an exercise bike at home, a short ride somewhere quiet, going with somebody you trust, or using
an adapted way of cycling that feels safer for your body.

When anxiety appears, you don't have to race away from it. You can notice your feet moving the pedals, the rhythm
of the bike, your breathing and what is actually around you in that moment.

Some rides may help your mind feel quieter. Some may not. Some days the brave decision will be getting on the
bike, and on another day it may be deciding that today isn't the right day to ride.

Please don't measure your progress by how fearless you can become.

Measure it by whether you are beginning to have more choice.

A quieter route. A shorter ride. An indoor bike. Someone beside you. Stopping when you need to. These aren't
failures - they are ways of making movement work for you.

You do not have to conquer anxiety to deserve the freedom of cycling.

Maggie Learoyd
Space to Breathe Therapy

Support today. A brighter tomorrow.


