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How cycling can help
wou reduce stress,
release tension and
bring more balance
into everyday life.
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Cycling for Stress Relief

Clearer Mind, Calmer You

Stress can build quietly through deadlines, caring, work, relationships, sensory demands, uncertainty and simply
having too much to hold at once. Cycling can offer physical movement and a temporary change of focus, but it
works best when it becomes a release rather than another task to complete.

The aim is not to pedal harder than your stress. It is to create a little space around it.

Inside: understanding stress e tension and the body ¢ cycling and regulation « workday decompression ¢ rumination
* sensory stress ¢ burnout ¢ indoor and accessible cycling ¢« boundaries ¢ a stress-release plan  safety ¢ sources * a
tailored message from Maggie

Space to Breathe Therapy Cycling for Stress Relief « 1



When stress stays switched on

Stress is part of the body's response to demand. In short bursts it can help us respond, focus and act. Problems
arise when demands keep arriving without enough recovery, or when the body remains in a state of tension long
after the immediate pressure has passed.

How stress can feel

Stress may show up as headaches, jaw tension, tight shoulders, irritability, racing thoughts, digestive changes,
disturbed sleep, restlessness, fatigue, difficulty concentrating or feeling emotionally close to the edge. People can
also become so used to functioning under pressure that they notice stress only when they stop.

Why cycling can create a transition

A bike can mark the boundary between one part of the day and another. A short ride after work, an indoor cycle
before dinner or a gentle route after a difficult conversation can create a physical transition rather than carrying the
same posture and environment straight into the next demand.

Movement does not remove the cause

If stress comes from workload, financial pressure, unsafe relationships, discrimination, caring responsibilities or
lack of support, cycling cannot solve those conditions. It may help with recovery while practical changes,
boundaries, support or professional help address the source.

Stress relief is not another productivity tool

You do not have to use cycling simply so that you can tolerate an unsustainable life for longer. Wellbeing includes
asking what needs to change, not only finding better ways to cope.

Space to Breathe Therapy Cycling for Stress Relief « 2



Releasing physical tension on the bike

Stress often has a physical shape: shoulders lifted, jaw clenched, shallow breathing, hands tight, body braced.
Cycling involves effort, so the aim is not to make every muscle relaxed. It is to distinguish useful effort from
unnecessary tension.

Hands and shoulders

Notice whether you are gripping the handlebars harder than the situation requires. Where it is safe, soften your
hands slightly and let the shoulders move away from the ears. Persistent discomfort may be related to bike fit
rather than stress and deserves practical adjustment.

Breathing and effort

Breathing naturally becomes faster with exercise. During a gentle stress-relief ride, choose an intensity that feels
sustainable rather than using the bike to exhaust yourself. You may notice a natural deeper exhale when the body
begins to settle.

Jaw and face

Stress can travel into the jaw. At safe stopping points, notice whether your teeth are clenched. Let the tongue rest
and the jaw soften. If you experience persistent jaw pain or other symptoms, seek appropriate professional advice.

The rhythm of pedalling

Repeated pedalling can provide predictable sensory and motor input. Some people find a steady cadence more
settling than changing speed frequently. Others need a stronger burst of movement before slowing down. Notice
which pattern actually leaves you more regulated afterwards.

Recovery after effort

Stress relief should include the period after cycling. Hydration, food when needed, warmth, a shower, stretching,
quiet or simply sitting down may help the body recognise that the activity and the stressful period have ended.
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Cycling when your mind will not switch off

Rumination can make stress feel as though the stressful event is still happening. Cycling may interrupt this by
giving attention an external task, but worries can also come along for the ride.

Use the environment as an anchor

* Notice the shape of the route ahead.

* Feel the alternating pressure through the pedals.

* Notice one sound that changes as you move.

* Look for three different colours in the environment.

* At a safe stopping point, notice whether your thoughts have changed speed or intensity.
Thinking time can be useful too

Not every thought needs to be pushed away. A steady ride can sometimes help a problem become clearer. If a
useful thought appears, you can make a brief note after stopping safely rather than trying to hold it in working
memory for the whole ride.

Set a boundary around problem-solving

If every ride becomes a mobile meeting with your worries, try giving yourself the first ten minutes to think and then
deliberately move attention toward the ride. Or do the reverse: use the ride for sensory attention and give yourself a
short written problem-solving period afterwards.

When the route becomes stressful

Traffic, navigation, weather and crowds can add stress. A stress-relief ride should not automatically use the most
demanding route. Familiarity, quieter roads, traffic-free paths or an indoor bike may make the activity more
restorative.
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The workday decompression ride

Work stress often follows us home because there is no clear transition. Cycling can become a deliberate
decompression ritual whether you commute by bike or use a stationary bike after work.

If you cycle home

The journey can be used as a boundary: work ends, the ride begins, home comes next. Avoid turning every
commute into a performance session. Some days the most helpful route may be slower, quieter or slightly longer
because it feels less pressured.

If you work from home

A short loop or ten minutes on an exercise bike can recreate the transition that commuting once provided. Change
clothes, finish work, cycle, then re-enter the home part of your day.

If you cannot cycle after work

Chair-based pedalling, a handcycle, an adapted bike or a brief indoor session may be more accessible. If your
body is exhausted, the right decompression tool may be rest rather than movement.

Ask what belongs to tomorrow

At the end of the ride, identify what genuinely needs action now and what can wait. Stress often makes everything
feel equally urgent. A physical transition can support a mental one, but boundaries may also need to be
communicated at work.

Cycle to Work

Cycling can also form part of the journey to work. A separate resource in this section will explain the UK Cycle to
Work scheme, practical considerations, workplace facilities and how cycling to work can support or sometimes add
to stress depending on the route and circumstances.
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Sensory stress, ADHD and autism

Stress is not always created by thoughts. For neurodivergent people, accumulated sensory and executive-function
demands can leave the nervous system overloaded. Cycling can either reduce or increase that load.

Potentially helpful input

Rhythmic movement, predictable repetition, fresh air, a familiar route and having one clear task can feel organising.
For some people with ADHD, movement helps discharge restlessness and provides enough stimulation to interrupt
mental clutter.

Potentially stressful input

« traffic noise and horns;

 wind against the face or ears;

« bright glare or rapidly changing visual information;

* helmet straps, seams and pressure points;

* unexpected diversions;

« crowded shared paths;

* the executive demands of finding equipment and planning a route.
Adapt before you abandon

Try a quieter time, a repeated route, indoor cycling, comfortable equipment or keeping all cycling items together.
The problem may be the environment rather than cycling itself.

Overload needs recovery

If you return from a ride physically fine but sensory overloaded, plan quiet recovery afterwards. More stimulation is
not always the answer to stress.
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Stress, burnout and the danger of pushing harder

When someone is chronically stressed, exercise can become another arena for achievement. Targets, streaks,
speed and distance may provide short-term control while adding to the overall demand.

Signs cycling is becoming another pressure

* You feel guilty when you rest.

* Every ride has to be longer or faster.

* You continue despite exhaustion or illness.

* You use cycling to earn food or compensate for eating.

* You cannot enjoy a gentle ride because it feels unproductive.
* Your schedule has no room for recovery.

Burnout is not ordinary tiredness

Burnout can involve profound exhaustion, reduced capacity, emotional depletion and difficulty recovering from
demands. A hard training session may not be the right intervention. Gentle movement can help some people, while
others need significant rest and changes to workload or responsibilities.

Choose the purpose before the ride

Is today's ride for exercise, transport, stimulation, calm, social contact or enjoyment? Naming the purpose can stop
a stress-relief ride turning into an accidental performance test.

Rest is part of regulation

If cycling is supposed to support your wellbeing, it must include permission not to cycle.
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Accessible ways to use cycling for stress relief

A conventional outdoor bicycle is only one way to access cycling movement. Stress-reduction advice should
include bodies with different mobility, pain, stamina, balance and energy.

Indoor cycling

A stationary bike removes traffic, navigation and weather. Resistance can be kept low and duration short. If
performance displays increase stress, ignore or cover data you do not need.

Chair or seated pedalling

A pedal exerciser used from a stable supportive chair may offer rhythmic movement without mounting a bicycle.
For some people this can be a practical way to create a short transition or release physical restlessness.

Handcycling and adaptive cycling

Handcycles, tricycles, recumbent cycles and e-assist options can widen access. The most supportive equipment is
the equipment that fits the person's body and circumstances.

Chronic illness and pain

Stress and physical symptoms can interact. If activity worsens a condition, pacing and clinical guidance may be
important. A future guide in this section will explore cycling with chronic illness and physical barriers in detail.

Five minutes can be enough

Stress can create the belief that only a hard workout will ‘burn it off'. Try five minutes at a comfortable effort and
reassess. The goal is to leave the activity with more capacity, not less.
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Your stress-release cycling plan

Use this as a check-in rather than a training log.

Before the ride My answer
Stress level 0-10

Where do | feel tension?

What has been taking up mental space?

What do | need: calm / movement / space / connection?

Indoor / outdoor / adapted / seated?

How long feels supportive today?

What would make this ride less demanding?

What will tell me | have done enough?

Stress now: /10

My body feels:

My thoughts feel:

Something | can leave until tomorrow:

One practical stressor that still needs action:

What | need next—food, drink, quiet, company, rest or something else:

A lower number is not the only successful outcome. Greater clarity, less muscle tension or
simply having taken a break can also matter.
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Safety, support and evidence

Stress can reduce concentration and increase impulsivity or distraction. If you are too distressed, exhausted or
preoccupied to ride safely, choose an indoor option or rest. Maintain the bike, follow road rules and use appropriate
safety and visibility equipment.

When stress needs more than self-care

Persistent stress may be a sign that demands, relationships, working conditions, caring responsibilities or health
problems need attention. If stress is significantly affecting sleep, functioning, mood or physical health, speak with
an appropriate healthcare or mental-health professional. Workplace stress may also require discussion about
workload, adjustments or support.

Sources and further information

NHS. Information on stress, exercise and physical activity.

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

Mind. Information on stress, mental health and physical activity.

Health and Safety Executive. UK information on work-related stress and management standards.
Sustrans. Practical cycling and active-travel information.

British Cycling. Guidance on cycling participation and skills.

This guide is educational and supportive. It does not replace personalised medical, mental-health or occupational
advice.
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A message from me

Stress has a way of following us. We can finish work, close the laptop or walk away from the thing that has been
difficult, but our body can still be holding all of it.

That is where | think a bike can sometimes give us something very simple and very valuable—a transition.

You might cycle home from work, take ten minutes on an exercise bike, use a pedal exerciser from your chair, ride
a handcycle or simply go around a familiar route. It doesn't have to be a workout designed to push you harder.

Sometimes your body has already been pushed enough.

Let the pedals give the tension somewhere to move. Notice your shoulders. Notice your hands. Notice what
happens to your thoughts as the scenery changes or the rhythm settles.

And please remember that cycling cannot fix an impossible workload, a relationship that is hurting you or a life with
no room for recovery. Sometimes stress is asking us not just to cope differently, but to change something.

Your ride can give you space to hear that.

Go gently. You don't have to earn calm by exhausting yourself.

Maggie Learoyd
Space to Breathe Therapy

Support today. A brighter tomorrow.
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