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Changing Gears is a collaborative project between David Martin*, Cassie
Phoenix**, Emily Tupper** and Dave Buchan (Bike Doctor Dave). It
was hosted by the Moving Bodies Lab, part of the Discovery Research
Platform for Medical Humanities at Durham University. The project
was supported by the Participatory Research Fund (Research England)
at Durham University, and Wellcome (Grant Ref: WT226798/2/22/2).

*|nstitute for Medical Humanities, Durham University; Goldsmiths,
University of London

**Department of Sport & Exercise Sciences, Durham University.

" Durham " Durham Discovery Research
University University ( Platform for
Institute for Dej p rtment of isn ort Medlcal Humanities welleome

Medical Humanities — and Exercise Sciences



WHAT ELSE CAN BIKES DO?

Like all forms of physical activity, riding a bike regularly can bring

a range of health benefits. These health benefits are often used to
encourage people to find ways of incorporating movement (such as
cycling) into their daily lives.

Physical activity for adults
and older adults
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Someis good, Make a start today: Every minute
more is better it's never too late counts

Taken from the Chief Medical Officers Physical Activity Guidelines, 2019.
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But for many, these official health benefits can seem quite removed
from the experience of riding a bike - the struggles involved in getting
up, out, and onto a bike in the first place, the feeling of wind in your
face, the sense of discovering different parts of the neighbourhood, or
having broken the isolation of the day by chatting with someone.

What else can riding a bike do beyond these known health outcomes?
What sort of feelings can it evoke? What are the different skills and
competencies that might develop? How does riding around a local
neighbourhood change one’s sense of it, or open new horizons? Can it
help foster a sense of belonging? And might it help us to notice what
works well, and what less so, in supporting our sense of health

and wellbeing, perhaps giving us the confidence to try new
things?

In short, what broader wellbeing experiences might
riding a bike enable?

. — —————
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PROJECT AIM
The aim of the project was to understand your experiences of cycling.

We were particularly interested in how the activity of mapping a
ride immediately after it had been completed, could help prompt
conversation about the journey you had been on: What barriers
needed to be overcome for a journey to start? What surprised you
about the rides? What was noticed, thought about, or felt along the
way? Did you view your neighbourhood and its horizons differently
from the vantage point of a bike?

We called the project Changing Gears.

WHAT AND WHO DID IT INVOLVE?

Over the course of the Spring and Summer of 2025, a group of riders
participated in a cycling programme in the Walker area of Newcastle
upon Tyne, UK, under the supervision of cycling coach ‘Bike Doctor
Dave'. Riders came onto the programme through a variety routes.
Some learned about the programme through word of mouth, including
the link worker based at the local GP practice. Others heard about it
directly from Bike Doctor Dave, who is well known in the area where
he has a long history of delivering skills-based cycling schemes and
services, especially involving those who are new to - or have had a long
break from - cycling.

With Changing Gears, it was important for us that participants

were directly ‘in the saddle’ of the research. By this we mean that
participants were at the centre of it; riding at their preferred pace and
preferred time, sharing what they felt was important about the journey
by annotating a map of the ride.

We also hoped that in mapping out rides part way into a programme
we would be able to get a much better sense of how the programme
was working for participants. In mapping these experiences directly
after a ride, we also hoped participants would be able to access their
experiences, feelings and gains more easily.

Central to this process was the strong realisation of the importance of
a community-based service provider for a programme like this. Having



grown up in this area of the North-East and delivered endless cycling-
related initiatives, Bike Doctor Dave had a deep familiarity with the
neighbourhood, including its tried and tested cycle routes! Over many
years he has cultivated trusting relationships, becoming well-known
not only for his experience in helping those of all age and abilities start,
and continue riding a bike, but also his passion for the transformative
nature of cycling. Or, to use Dave's words, “changing the world one pedal
stroke at a time”.

Often research on being active can overlook the significant role of
service providers like Bike Doctor Dave. Their relevant knowledge and
experience of how best to work with their community, is not called
upon. We knew from the outset that Changing Gears would benefit
from having Dave at its core: encouraging community members to join
the programme, riding out with them, and sitting down afterwards
with a map of the route to help participants reflect on their experience.

In Changing Gears, Bike Doctor Dave was both cycle coach and
community-based researcher.

Project participants waiting to cross the road while on a ride.



WHAT DID WE LEARN?

What follows are the things which were recorded on the maps we
made together at The Bike Hub, directly after a ride with Bike Doctor
Dave, cup of tea in hand...

@ OBSTACLES and DISCOMFORT

It was common to hear participants talk about the difficulty they faced in
just getting out of bed in the morning to make it to Treetops or the Bike
Hub and go for a ride along Route 72 with Bike Doctor Dave. For some, it
was the daily struggle of isolation or depression, and that feeling of being
stuck at home. For others, medical conditions like arthritis or reduced joint
movement or chronic pain. For others again, it was just the nervousness of
getting back on a bike after so many years, or the fear of falling, or ‘doing it
wrong'.

But without exception every single participant said they felt better for
having done a ride, even if for the first couple of times they felt a little
sore the next day. There was something powerful about hearing stories of
feeling one’s mood improve after a ride, feeling like the confusion or cares
of the day had been left behind, even if only for the half-hour of riding.
Several participants told us that over time, they felt that their general
mental health was improving because of the regularity of the rides. They
felt less isolated, more confident or lighter of spirit. Everyone appreciated
getting out of the four walls of their home and enjoying the wind in their
face, the sounds of birds in the trees or the chance to have a chat with Dave
whilst being in the saddle.

Although less common, it was interesting to hear participants talk about
the physical barriers and obstacles on the ride itself - bollards, gates, road
crossings, encroaching brambles or loose leaves on the track. In some
instances, these obstacles became real barriers to enjoying the ride as they
either disrupted the flow of the ride, added anxiety to navigating
parts of the track, or presented real hazards with the odd
tumble. We found this really interesting for the questions it
raised about who is responsible for the maintenance of the tracks
and potential barriers it presented to participants wanting to
continue riding by themselves after the programme had finished.




@ EMOTION

The overwhelming sense we got from participants was how positive
they felt after a ride. There is something about the cycle which lets
you leave behind the cares of the day or week and just be yourself

out in nature. Everyone commented on how they felt positive benefits
to mental health, fitness, weight loss, isolation or wellbeing and this
led to wanting to get back out on the track the following week. It was
amazing to hear some participants talk about a feeling of pride in their
achievements, or for just sticking with cycling, particularly if they'd
dropped out of other services.

This is also where nature and being in the green spaces of Route 72
were significant for many participants. Some people were quite poetic
in their descriptions of the rustle and crunch of leaves under tyres, or
the almost hypnotic sound of gears clicking in time with birds chirping
in the branches above. The emotions that went with riding alongside
the river, being in the open and surrounded by greenery and birdlife
felt very significant.

— - \\ -
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Finally, another important aspect of the rides along Route 72 was

how participants found them to be quite social. Whether it was a dog
walker saying a friendly “hello” as they moved to the side of the path to
let you pass, or another cyclist dipping their cap or passing-by with a
greeting of “you alright?”, almost all participants commented positively
on this friendly, sociality of the rides. As one of the participants said:

“it would be a bit strange if every person on the street you walked

past said something to you, but out on the track it feels natural and
genuine... there’s a friendly ‘code’ on the track”.

The best thing about this sociality on the track is that it is there to take
or leave as you like. For some, the social code of the track was perfect
to feel less isolated by enjoying a bit of friendly banter, but equally if it
had been one of those days where you just want to be head-down with
your own thoughts, that was fine too. Participants who went on group
rides often commented on being able to ride alongside someone but
not feel the pressure of having to talk or listen to Dave talk about the
cycling and the places it can take you, but being free to drop back if
they wanted some quiet time.




@ SURPRISE

Without doubt, the one thing participants would point to when asked

if anything had surprised them about their rides was the sense of
‘potential’ or ‘new horizons' that cycling offered up for them. This

often took the form of surprise at just how far they had ridden when
looking at the map, and how close important places were when you
put a bicycle into the equation. Often, we know our neighbourhoods
only through the roads we walk or the bus routes we take to get to

the shops or the GP's surgery, a friend’s house or even work, but for
some participants cycling had a funny way of connecting many of these
points together, making them seem more accessible.

For others, a few rides with Dave were enough to see just how far one
could go with a little confidence and practice. Participants expressed
surprise at just how easy it would be to get to Tynemouth if you just
keep following Route 72, and in more than one instance we were
amazed to hear participants saying that they wanted to cycle in
Northumbria or to Holland to experience cities and a country geared
so much toward bike riding. To be even contemplating this shows how
far some participants feel they have come with the cycling programme.
Surprise was also there in the discovery of green spaces of the
neighbourhood which some never knew were there. The old dockside
and river paths used either to be seen as a bit unsafe or places of
light industry back in the day, but now they are accessible paths to get
places without the noise and hassle of cars. Others were surprised at
rediscovering the deep history of the area from Roman Britain to the
mighty shipbuilding along the Tyne.



@ COMPETENCE

Naturally, with any health or wellbeing programme, we all want to
hear success stories. However, they are often elusive to capture given
gains can be small or incremental or just take time to see and feel. But
we were all surprised by how well participants were able to connect
their experiences of riding Route 72 with awareness of increased
competence, if not health gains. Quite a few of our participants hadn't
ridden a bike in years - anywhere between 10 and 50 years - but that
sense of getting confidence back as well as better balance was obvious
for some participants, not to mention developing new cycling skills
which weren't there at the start of the programme: learning how to
use a geared bike, adjusting the support from the eBike's battery to
navigate the steeper hills, and so on.

Other participants spoke of substantial health gains like improved
lung capacity and ease of breathing, or noticeable weight loss over
the course of the programme. These were powerful statements of
success which participants were incredibly proud of, and so were we
witnessing them.




Newfound confidence was often coupled with a sense of new horizons
and where bikes could take participants. This might just be the gain

of feeling good and wanting to organise next week’s ride so it is in the
diary and can be looked forward to, and this we thought was incredibly
important. Equally, for some, it was about being motivated enough

to say they wanted to continue riding after the programme was over
or even wanting to buy their own bike - something which Dave was
always keen to hear about. That someone’s positive experience of a
cycling programme like this one, might lead to wanting to swap the bus
ride into work for a bike ride is potentially ‘game changing’ in terms of
long-term health and wellbeing gains and is not something to

be underestimated.

WHAT HAPPENS NOW?

Your experiences of cycling matter. They matter to your local council
(e.g. town planners, those responsible for maintaining safe shared
footpaths and cycleways), to physical activity promotors (e.g. health
professionals) and providers (e.g. Bike Doctor Dave). We believe that
they also matter to you!

Being a part of Changing Gears has created an opportunity for you to
identify and explain not only what helps and hinders your inclination
to cycle, but in a much more holistic way, what else bikes can do for
you. Though many of you rode alone, an awareness of community and
connection to others who peddle along the same paths, can be found
in the maps and the cycling stories that they tell.

We invite you to continue making known what bikes can do for you,
for your community, to those who matter; and to remember that the
world can change one peddle stroke at a time.




A FINAL THANK YOU

It was a real privilege to meet all of you, to come on rides with you,
and hear your stories and reflections on cycling in general, and this
programme with Bike Doctor Dave specifically. It was humbling
hearing stories of hardship, but in every case these stories were also
about overcoming the less pleasant things which life had thrown your
way, about moving forward and about laughter and future plans. It
was inspiring to be around and to see, and for this the whole Changing
Gears team wants to offer a heartfelt “thank you".
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FIND OUT MORE

medhumsplatform.org/labs/moving-bodies
movingbodies.lab@durham.ac.uk

@DurhamImh
@durhamimh.bsky.social
linkedin.com/company/institute-for-medical-humanities




