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Background
Population across most of Europe is ageing.
People living longer and birth rate falling.
Push to encourage people to stay active for longer
– reduce end of life morbidity.
Mobility & independence important constituents of
wellbeing in later life.
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Resilient Riders
Small minority (A ‘Cycling Precariat’)
Positive antecedent state towards cycling
Tend to be physically active in other areas of their lives
Majority also car drivers
Acclimatised to changes over time and adapted their
style of riding to deal with changing conditions and
capabilities: timing, route choice, equipment
• Critical of infrastructure and current conditions for
cycling which impacts moment-by-moment wellbeing
• Question whether they would have been able to reengage with cycling nowadays if they hadn’t
acclimatised over time
•
•
•
•
•

When & Where?
‘This is a school along here…
but usually my time is not
clashing with that. That’s one
lucky thing about being
retired, you can pick your
times!’
(George, 70s, Bristol)
‘Coming up to the junction
which is a tricky one… a lot of
problems… it is used as a rat
run… because I am retired I
can set off in the middle of the
morning or afternoon [and
avoid it].’ (Abraham, 70s,
Oxford)

• Retirement or semi-retirement cited
as a time of increased freedom
• Many older cyclists self-limiting in
where and when they ride in order
to minimise journey stress
• Limiting behaviour due to
perceived stresses and dangers of
certain places/times

Sharing space with vehicles
Janice: This road is full of HUGE
busses so… the whole anxiety
level goes up…
Researcher: So this is the most
anxiety-provoking bit of the
route so far?
Janice: Definitely, once you
are on big roads with fast
traffic. They have got enough
pavement here to build a
cycle lane. I don’t think cycle
lanes should be on the bloody
road
(Janice, 60s, Oxford)

• Cycling among motorised traffic
perceived as risky
• Particular concern over busses and
heavy goods vehicles
• Speed and proximity key
• Strategies and tactics to avoid
danger

Sharing space with pedestrians
‘Some older people who are a
bit precarious and not very
used to it would find it more
hair-raising having kids running
around... reactions slower... as
with dogs darting around they
would feel that they couldn’t
cope’
(Lynette, 70s, Oxford).

• More relaxing than sharing with
vehicles
• Concern over pedestrians – children
and dogs
• Preference for separated cycle
tracks on main roads

Traversing Surfaces
‘There’s nothing worse than going over those bumps.
Howard Street is a nightmare. They’re much higher… it jars
your whole body really.’
(Ursala, 50s, Oxford)
‘…your attention is distracted by watching potholes and the
smoother bits which you can go on, and trying to be aware
of the traffic, so you can’t deal with two quite serious
potential hazards. If the path is not good it just adds to your
vulnerability and your potential dangers.’
(Desiree, 70s, Oxford)

Sources of positive affect
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Slower traffic
Separated cycle space
Green / blue spaces
Descending hills
Good, consistent surfaces
Good visibility
Good continuity
Few traffic lights
Few parked cars
Absence of clutter
Social encounters

Cycling and Wellbeing Trial

Structure
• Life history interview
• Assessment / training
• Pre-trial tests
• 8 weeks | 3 x 30min | Diary
• Post-trial tests
• Focus groups
• Exit survey

Wellbeing and Cognition Trial
Analysed:
– 36 Pedal bike participants
– 38 E-bike participants
– 26 Control participants
Age 50-83 (Ave age 62 |SD 7.21)
% Female 54
Standard tests: Cognitive function and
wellbeing are measured before the trial (preintervention) and after (post-intervention) –
Change score

Cycling and Wellbeing Trial
Engagement with the trial
• Embraced: > 3 x 30
• Endured: Time, family, weather, health, mechanical
• Exited:
– Medical condition (n=5)
– Time (n=6)
– Confidence (n=1)

Average: 3 hours p/w | 30 journeys

Cycling and Wellbeing Trial
“I ventured further afield this
week and
used the bike as an
alternative to the
car. I have been mostly
staying in the
local area on the bike and
using it for
errands where I would have
possibly have
used the car.” Colline, 60s,
Oxford.

Experience – Pedal & E-bikes
• Mainly recreation
• Away from roads
• Social support
• Increased confidence
• More functional journeys

Cycling and Wellbeing Trial
“Riding an e-bike seems
more fun than riding an
ordinary bike.” Aline, 60s,
Oxford.

“I feel that the electric bike
has enabled us to make
journeys that we might not
otherwise have done and
get out enjoying the
countryside.” Alysia (&
husband), 50s, Oxford.

Experience – E-bikes
• Enjoyment and thrill
• Cope with ailments
• Safer – junctions / hills
• Greater distances
• Discovery
• Ride with others
• Varied (and zero) assistance

E-bike participants
spent on average
15% of the time
cycling with the
electrical assistance
off

Average proportion of time spent in
each setting

E-bike Participants: Assistance Level

Cycling health and wellbeing trial
Test

Pedal

E-bike

Executive function

+ve effect

+ve effect

Processing speed

No change

+ve effect

Self-reported mental health

No change

+ve effect

Executive function: inhibition (Stroop Task) and updating (Letter Updating Task). Processing speed: reaction times in ‘go’ trials of the Stop-It task. Self-reported
mental health: Health Survey Short Form (SF) – 36

‘a similar (sometimes larger) effect for the e-bike group compared to the pedal cyclists…
Both pedal cycles and e-bikes can enable increased physical activity and engagement with
the outdoor environment with e-bikes potentially providing greater benefits.’
Leyland L, Spencer B, Beale N, Jones T, van Reekum CM, 'The effect of cycling on cognitive function and well-being in older
adults' PLoS ONE 14 (2) (2019)

Exit Survey
• Over two-thirds of the participants thought that their wellbeing
had improved a little or a lot
• 58 per cent reported that they had cycled
and intended to increase or maintain their
level of cycling
• A further 27 per cent reported that they had
stopped but were actively planning to start
cycling
• 19 went on to purchase an e-bike and a
further 12 purchased a pedal cycle.

Age friendly cycling recommendations

Outdoor Space & Buildings
Outdoor space needs to offer a safe, comfortable and
enjoyable experience for cycling.
Stimulate positive impact on wellbeing.

Towards infrastructure for intergenerational cycling. Hills Road, Cambridge

Transportation
Recognise the full potential of cycling as a mobility aid for older
cycling.
Seamless integration with other modes.
Capitalise on the growing e-bike market.

Public bike hire scheme, Oxford, includes electric bikes

Find out more…
www.cycleboom.org
Summary report
Briefing notes x 3
Videos
@cycle_BOOM
Thank you! Ben Spencer
bspencer@brookes.ac.uk

