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Cycling & ADHD

Focus, Freedom, Feel Good

ADHD can affect attention, activity levels, motivation, emotional regulation, planning, time awareness and the
ability to begin something even when we know it may help. Cycling can offer movement, stimulation and a clear
physical task - but only when it works with the ADHD brain rather than becoming another expectation.

The aim is not to make an ADHD brain behave differently. It is to find movement that gives
that brain something useful, enjoyable and manageable to work with.

Inside: ADHD and movement | focus and stimulation | executive function | getting out of the door | emotional
regulation | hyperfocus and overdoing it | impulsivity and safety | sensory needs | indoor and adaptive cycling |
practical worksheets | sources | an individual message from Maggie

Space to Breathe Therapy Cycling & ADHD | 1



Why cycling can suit an ADHD brain

ADHD is not simply a problem with paying attention. Attention can be inconsistent and strongly influenced by
interest, novelty, urgency, reward and stimulation. The same person may struggle to begin an ordinary task yet
become completely absorbed in something engaging.

Movement and stimulation

Cycling combines repeated movement with changing visual information, balance, decision-making and immediate
feedback. For some people this amount of stimulation feels easier to engage with than exercise that is repetitive
without enough interest.

Focus can feel different when the body is moving

A ride gives attention a concrete job: steer, pedal, notice the route and respond to what is happening around you.
This does not mean cycling treats ADHD, but physical activity may support aspects of wellbeing, mood and
cognitive functioning for some people.

Energy does not always mean 'too much’

Restlessness can be a sign that the brain and body need movement or stimulation. Instead of treating that energy
as a problem, cycling can provide somewhere appropriate for it to go. Equally, ADHD can include exhaustion and
inertia. Not everyone with ADHD feels physically energetic.

Interest matters

The best form of movement is often one a person can realistically return to. A beautiful route, music on an indoor
bike, cycling with someone, exploring a new place or using an e-bike may make movement more engaging.
Enjoyment is not cheating; it can be part of making an activity sustainable.
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Getting started when executive function gets in the way

Knowing that cycling may help and actually getting onto the bike are two different tasks. Executive-function
difficulties can affect planning, sequencing, remembering, estimating time and initiating action.

Reduce the number of steps

If every ride requires finding a helmet, charging lights, locating keys, choosing clothes, checking tyres and deciding
on a route, the preparation can become the barrier. Keep frequently used equipment together and make a familiar
short route your default.

Create a 'minimum ride'

Decide in advance what counts on a difficult day. It might be five minutes on an indoor bike, one loop around a safe
familiar area or a short session with seated pedals. Once you begin, you can continue if you want to - but the
minimum still counts.

Use external prompts

A visible helmet by the door, a calendar reminder, a written checklist or cycling with another person can reduce the
amount that working memory has to hold. The aim is not to become more disciplined; it is to make the environment
do some of the remembering.

Avoid the perfect-plan trap

An ADHD brain can spend a great deal of energy designing the perfect routine and then struggle to begin it. A
workable bike, a safe route and ten available minutes may be more useful than an elaborate plan that never gets
started.

Transition into action

Try attaching cycling to something already happening: after finishing work, before a shower, after taking the dog
out or before an evening meal. Existing routines can act as cues.
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Cycling, focus and the busy mind

Some people describe ADHD thinking as having many channels playing at once. Movement can sometimes reduce
the competition between those channels because part of the brain's need for stimulation is being met by the
activity.

Use the ride as an attention reset

After a period of desk work, studying or intense screen use, a short ride may create a clearer transition than trying
to force concentration for another hour. The useful question is not 'Did cycling make me perfectly focused?' but ‘Do
I have a little more capacity for what comes next?'

When thoughts keep arriving

Ideas may appear while cycling. Do not try to type or record them while moving. If an idea feels important, stop
somewhere safe before making a note. A small voice memo or notebook after the ride can prevent the fear of
forgetting from taking over.

Novelty versus predictability

Some ADHD brains enjoy new routes and changing scenery; others function better when the route is already
known. You can alternate: keep one dependable route for low-capacity days and save exploration for days when
novelty feels helpful rather than overwhelming.

Indoor cycling can add stimulation safely

Music, a programme, a virtual route or cycling while watching something may make an indoor bike easier to use.
Choose stimulation that does not make you lose awareness of your body or push far beyond your intended effort.
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Emotional regulation and cycling

ADHD can involve emotions arriving quickly and intensely. Frustration, rejection, anger, excitement or overwhelm
may feel physically powerful before there has been time to think through what has happened.

Movement before problem-solving

When safe and appropriate, a short ride can create time between the emotional trigger and the response. The
purpose is not to escape the emotion. It is to give the body movement while the first surge settles enough for
choices to become easier.

Name what you are carrying

Before cycling, try one sentence: 'Right now | feel..." You do not need to analyse it. After the ride, ask whether the
feeling is different in intensity, location or meaning. Sometimes the emotion remains but becomes easier to hold.

Rejection and self-criticism

After criticism or perceived rejection, an ADHD mind may replay conversations repeatedly. Cycling can interrupt the
loop, but avoid using exercise as punishment. You do not need to exhaust yourself because you believe you
handled something badly.

Excitement needs regulation too

Positive emotions can also create impulsive decisions: going much farther than planned, cycling too fast or buying
equipment suddenly. Regulation is not only about calming difficult feelings; it also includes creating enough space
around excitement to make safe choices.
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Hyperfocus, time blindness and overdoing it

Cycling can become highly absorbing. That can feel wonderful, but ADHD hyperfocus and reduced awareness of
time or body signals can make it easy to continue longer than intended.

Set an external stopping cue

Use a timer, route turnaround point, planned distance or agreement with another person. A stopping cue is
particularly useful when you need energy for work, parenting, caring or another activity later.

Remember fuel, water and medication routines

A compelling activity can make basic needs easier to miss. Prepare water and any needed food before starting. If
you have prescribed medication, follow the instructions given by your clinician and do not change timing or dosage
to suit exercise without appropriate advice.

Watch for the boom-and-bust pattern

A burst of enthusiasm can lead to several intense rides followed by soreness, exhaustion or abandoning cycling
completely. Beginning below your maximum can make it easier to return. Consistency does not have to mean
every day.

Data can help - or become another fixation

Speed, distance, heart rate and streaks can provide useful feedback and reward. They can also become rigid. If
numbers start deciding whether a ride ‘counts', consider hiding them and recording something more relevant, such
as mood, focus or enjoyment.
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Impulsivity, distraction and road safety

Cycling outdoors requires attention to traffic, pedestrians, surfaces, junctions and other road users. ADHD traits
such as distraction, impatience or acting quickly can make deliberate safety routines particularly valuable.

Build automatic checks

Use the same short sequence before every ride: brakes, tyres, lights if needed, helmet or other chosen safety
equipment, phone, water, route. A checklist removes the need to remember each item spontaneously.

Do not rely on urgency

Leaving late can encourage rushing and risk-taking. Where possible, build in extra travel time. If you are already
dysregulated or angry, consider whether a traffic-heavy ride is the right option at that moment.

Reduce avoidable distraction

Do not use a phone while riding. Be cautious with anything that reduces awareness of the environment. Follow
local road rules and choose routes that match your confidence and cycling skills.

Confidence is not the same as safety

ADHD enthusiasm can make a new skill feel familiar very quickly. Give technical skills and road confidence time to
develop. Training, traffic-free practice and riding with a more experienced person can help.
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Sensory needs, autism and individual differences

Many people with ADHD also have sensory differences, and some are autistic as well. Cycling can offer regulating
sensory input, but it can also introduce noise, wind, glare, vibration, clothing pressure and unpredictable traffic.

Notice the sensory profile of the ride

A quiet path may feel completely different from a busy road. An indoor bike may remove traffic but add mechanical
noise or heat. There is no universally 'sensory-friendly' form of cycling.

Adapt the environment

Consider quieter times, familiar routes, comfortable clothing, appropriate eyewear, equipment that fits well and
planned recovery afterwards. If a helmet or other safety item causes sensory difficulty, seek professionally
appropriate alternatives or fitting advice rather than simply removing essential protection.

AuDHD can change the balance

A person may simultaneously seek novelty and need predictability, crave movement and become sensory
overloaded, or want spontaneity while finding unexpected changes difficult. The later Cycling & AuDHD guide in
this collection will explore this overlap in more depth.

Your version is allowed to look different

The goal is not to cycle in the way somebody else thinks you should. It is to create an accessible, safe relationship
with movement that fits your brain and body.
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Accessible cycling and low-capacity days

ADHD does not exist separately from the rest of the body. Pain, disability, chronic illness, fatigue, coordination
difficulties, balance problems and financial barriers can all affect access.

Indoor bike

Useful when leaving the house is the biggest executive barrier, weather is difficult or traffic feels too demanding.
Keep the setup simple enough that beginning does not become a project.

Chair or seated pedalling

A pedal exerciser used from a stable chair can provide repetitive movement and may be useful during low-energy
periods or while doing another activity, where clinically appropriate.

Handcycles, tricycles and adaptive cycles

Adapted cycling is cycling. Different steering, seating, power assistance or wheel arrangements can make cycling
movement accessible to more bodies.

E-bikes

Assistance can reduce physical demand, make hills manageable and extend access. Using assistance does not
make the activity less valid.

When doing nothing is the right option

Sometimes executive dysfunction is not the whole explanation. You may genuinely be exhausted, unwell or
overloaded. Rest is not a failure to use your ADHD strategies.
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Your ADHD-friendly cycling plan

This is designed to reduce decision-making and make starting easier.

Question My plan

My easiest cycling option

My minimum ride

Where will my equipment live?

My default route / indoor setup

What usually stops me starting?

One way | can remove that step

My stopping cue

Water / food / essentials

What stimulation helps me?

What sensory input makes it harder?

Before and after

Before: energy /10 focus /10 emotional intensity /10

What do | want from this ride?

After: energy /10 focus /10 emotional intensity /10

What changed, even slightly?

What would make the next ride easier to begin?

You are collecting information about what works for you, not producing evidence that you

have been 'good' or productive.
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Evidence, safety and further support

Research on physical activity suggests benefits for general physical and mental wellbeing, and studies of exercise
in people with ADHD have explored possible effects on attention, executive functioning and mood. The evidence is
developing and individual responses vary. Cycling should be viewed as a supportive activity, not a replacement for
evidence-based ADHD assessment, medication where prescribed, psychological support or reasonable
adjustments.

Useful sources

NHS. Information about ADHD, physical activity and exercise.

NICE. Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder: diagnosis and management (NG87).
World Health Organization. Guidance on physical activity and sedentary behaviour.
Sustrans. Practical information on cycling, routes and active travel.

British Cycling. Cycling participation, skills and safety information.

Safety note

Choose cycling options appropriate to your health, ability, environment and experience. If you have a health
condition, significant symptoms or concerns about exercise, seek appropriate medical or professional advice.
Outdoor cycling requires attention to local road rules, safe equipment and changing conditions.

If ADHD is significantly affecting daily life

Support may include assessment, medication, coaching, psychological therapies, workplace or education
adjustments, practical environmental changes and help with sleep or co-occurring difficulties. The most useful
support is individual rather than based on the assumption that every ADHD brain needs the same thing.
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A message from me

Having an ADHD brain can sometimes feel as though there is a lot happening at once. Thoughts can arrive quickly,
energy can come in bursts, emotions can feel huge, and even something we genuinely want to do can feel
strangely difficult to start.

That is one of the reasons | like the idea of cycling as something that can work with ADHD rather than against it.

Getting on a bike can give some of that energy somewhere to go. There is a rhythm to pedalling, something for the
body to do and enough happening around us to give the mind a focus. Sometimes that can create a little more
space inside a very busy head.

But | also know the difficult part may be getting out of the door in the first place.

So | don't want this guide to become another list of things you should be doing. If five minutes on an exercise bike
is what you can manage, it counts. If you use chair pedals, a handcycle, an e-bike or an adapted cycle, it counts. If
you get everything ready and then realise your body needs rest, that matters too.

ADHD can make us chase the big start - the new routine, the perfect equipment, the long
ride. | would rather you find the version you can come back to.

You do not need to prove anything with distance, speed or consistency. Pay attention to what cycling gives you.
Does your head feel a little clearer? Has frustration shifted? Can you return to the next part of your day with slightly
more capacity?

Different brains need different routes. Find yours.

Maggie Learoyd
Space to Breathe Therapy

Support today. A brighter tomorrow.
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