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Cycling is associated with a range of well-established positive effects, from per-
sonal physical and mental health improvements to financial, environmental, social 
and logistical benefits.

Disabled people are under-represented in cycling and especially utility cycling, 
in view of our relative lack of access to independent mobility via other modes. 
Disabled people are therefore disproportionately missing out on the benefits of 
utility cycling.

There is little representation of or published material on Disabled families using 
cycling for utility journeys. Given that over 20% of people in the UK identify as 
Disabled, with disability prevalence increasing with age, this is a considerable gap 
in evidence.

To begin to redress this evidence gap, in this paper I have used an auto-ethno-
graphic approach, analysing experiences gained through three decades of utility 
cycling, including as part of a Disabled family group. By reframing existing evi-
dence on cycling, active travel and use of public spaces using the context of my 
own Disabled family and our wider community experience, including individuals 
moving alone and in accompanied groups, I am able to identify and discuss diverse 
intersectional factors which affect access to utility cycling for Disabled people.

Throughout the paper, I have illustrated points using examples from my family’s 
experience. These illustrations help demonstrate how a range of identified factors 
have affected our access to utility cycling, or how utility cycling has affected our 
access to services.

Factors I have considered as being of especially high importance to Disabled 
family utility cycling include time, energy, physical, cognitive and emotional capac-
ity, money, accessible infrastructure, social privilege, relevant personal expertise, 
and availability of appropriate skilled support. Potential risks including the poten-
tial severity of adverse consequences and potential magnitude of benefits is an 
overarching factor that forms a part of all others: barriers, benefits and risks 
associated with utility cycling are frequently different in kind or in magnitude for 
Disabled families as compared to non-disabled individuals.
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Introduction
Multiple factors affect access to Disabled family utility cycling. Making a journey requires 
successful implementation of a sequence of steps. Many or all of these steps can be rendered 
more difficult or impossible by barriers that disproportionately affect Disabled families, but if 
these barriers can be surmounted, significant benefits may be realised. Indeed, it is likely that 
many Disabled families can gain greater benefits through access to utility cycling than could 
be gained by non-disabled families or individuals.

Disabled people, by definition, have at least one impairment which makes day-to-day life 
significantly more difficult than it is for most people (UK government, 2010a). The social 
model of disability emphasises that disability is caused by society’s unwillingness to meet the 
needs of people with impairments (Disability Rights UK, n.d.). It is undeniable that societal 
efforts to improve accessibility would hugely reduce many people’s experienced disability.

This auto-ethnographic paper discusses intersectional privileges (Disability Rights UK, 
2025). Intersectionality describes how people with multiple marginalised characteristics are 
likely to experience greater discrimination than might be anticipated from each characteris-
tic individually (Crenshaw, 2017). Privilege describes an aspect of a person’s life in which they 
experience relative unearned advantage rather than disadvantage, and again, the societal 
benefits of different privileges may interact and amplify each other. People who experience 
marginalisation via some of their characteristics may also experience privilege via other char-
acteristics – they can be simultaneously intersectionally marginalised and intersectionally 
privileged.

Privileges inevitably affect Disabled families’ ability to use cycling for utility journeys. The 
structure of this paper means my own and my family’s highly intersectionally privileged sta-
tus is relevant. Intersectional privileges have enabled us to cycle utility journeys for most 
of the last 18 years, despite facing barriers to active travel related to our family’s combined 
simultaneous intersectional marginalised characteristics: 

My husband and I are cis-het presenting, degree-educated, employed, comfortably well-off, 
and have accents that code as “posh English” (even though I’m Welsh). We have four children. 
All of us are white UK nationals. 

Two of our children are non-disabled, two are neurodivergent and Disabled. Two of our 
children are adopted and therefore care-experienced, and two are our birth children.

Since 2020, I have been Disabled with a variable pain and mobility impairment. I am usu-
ally visibly Disabled, but I am invisibly Disabled while cycling except when transporting my 
wheelchair. My condition may resolve or worsen – there is no predictable prognosis. I con-
sider myself highly privileged within the Disabled community because of my wider privileges, 
and because the nature of my impairment does not affect my overall health or my ability 
to communicate, and is relatively socially accepted by non-disabled people. I currently use 
e-cycles for most journeys up to five or so miles each way. I am also able to drive, and have 
both a van and a Blue Badge.

Considering risk for Disabled families vs non-disabled individuals
The potential risks of using or attempting to use utility cycling for journey-making can be 
vastly different for Disabled families than for non-disabled individuals. 

We instinctively understand that the consequences of the same event can vary wildly 
depending upon who it happens to: if a four-year-old trips and falls on a pavement, we are 
unlikely to be significantly concerned. If a ninety-four-year-old person trips and falls on a 
pavement, we are likely to be immediately concerned about serious injury. Many people use 
different terms to describe what has happened to each of these people, indicating societal 
assumptions about the different severities of the incident dictated by the characteristics of 
the victim: the four-year-old “fell over”, while the ninety-four-year-old “had a fall” (NHS, 2025).
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Organisations such as London Cycling Campaign (London Cycling Campaign, 2025) 
(London Cycling Campaign, 2024), Healthy Streets Scorecard (Healthy Streets Scorecard, n.d.), 
and Wheels for Wellbeing (Wheels for Wellbeing, n.d.b) are working to highlight the differ-
ent risk profiles that people with different intersectional and protected characteristics face 
in accessing active travel, yet anecdotally it appears that much public space and active travel 
policy and practice assumes the risks and barriers to accessing cycling are comparable for 
everyone, and can be mitigated with “confidence”. 

A local organisation that claims expertise in inclusive cycling (Cycle Derby, n.d.) was 
promoting an “inclusive” family ride. The advertised route went through chicane barri-
ers too tight for larger cycles, and up stairs. I offered – as an experienced family cyclist 
familiar with using the area on large cycles – to help provide more accessible alterna-
tive route options and information. I was rebutted with a counter-offer of “confidence 
training”, to “enable our family to cycle wherever we wanted”…

This “you just need confidence” attitude is pervasive in active travel provision: 10-15% of 
national active travel spending goes to the Bikeability scheme to train children to cycle, with 
additional funding for active travel promotion (Active Travel England, 2024a; Browne, 2025; 
Modeshift Stars, 2023). However, evidence suggests that Bikeability training is ineffective at 
increasing active travel rates (McKay, et al., 2020; Goodman, et al., 2015), and that promo-
tion and training are generally ineffective unless safe, accessible routes exist (Roaf, et al., 
2024). Promotion of “confidence” blames individuals for failure to cycle, effectively justifying 
national and institutional failure to address the real barriers (Department for Transport, 2024; 
Sustrans, 2022) that Disabled families and others face.

Many risks that Disabled families may face in using utility cycling are not directly related to 
cycling itself: utility family cycling while Disabled carries potential risks due to societal per-
ceptions of Disabled people and of cycling. Professionals providing services to Disabled fami-
lies are members of a society in which both Disabled people (ONS, 2021; ONS, 2022a; DFID, 
2015; Heslop, 2013) and people who cycle are routinely “othered” (Aldred, 2012; Road Safety 
GB, 2022). Being perceived as “other” increases the risk of experiencing maltreatment, includ-
ing from statutory services. Participation in utility cycling may worsen the odds of experienc-
ing discrimination and consequences of such discrimination in multiple areas of a Disabled 
family’s life. It is worth bearing in mind that:

1.	 Disabled people are more likely to be victims of crime than non-disabled people (ONS, 
2019; UK Gov Disability Unit, 2021), yet face additional barriers to accessing justice 

(EHRC, 2021; Pring, 2020; Disability Rights UK, n.d.): when something clearly harmful 
has happened, Disabled people are frequently told “you can ask for it to be put right”, 
“you can go to the police”, or “you can take a case for discrimination”. But frequently, 
Disabled people cannot do these things, or otherwise will have to allow for the serious 
potential risks and costs of doing them.

2.	 Disabled people are less able to access healthcare than non-disabled people, often due 
to discriminatory healthcare attitudes and practices (NHS England, 2025; Sakellariou & 
Rotarou, 2017; Read, et al., 2018; Pring, 2021). The consequences of an injury may be 
far more severe for any Disabled person than a comparable injury would be for a non-
disabled person.

3.	 Disabled parents frequently face blame, assumptions of inadequate parenting and refus-
als of assistance from statutory services, simply because they are Disabled (Munro, et 
al., 2018). Contact with statutory services is likely to cost Disabled families time, energy, 
money and emotional capacity, and carries risk of harmful interventions, including 
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unnecessary temporary or permanent removal of children. Disabled family cycling may 
carry the risk that a Disabled parent appears too capable to merit support, or appears 
dangerously irresponsible, or both, to professionals with power over the family;

4.	 Parent carers for Disabled children similarly face routine blame, assumptions of inad-
equate parenting and refusals of assistance from statutory services (Clements & Aiello, 
2021). Again, statutory services have the power to seriously harm Disabled families. 
Negative consequences of injuries can be more serious in multiple ways for parent carers 
than comparable injuries would be for non-carers;

5.	 Disabled people may lose essential benefits if they cycle (Wheels for Wellbeing, 2022), as 
benefits entitlements are frequently incorrectly assessed (Pring, 2018).

6.	 Disabled people routinely face negative societal attitudes that affect their daily lives 
(Moss & Frounks, 2022).

7.	 Services including education, health and social care tend to be risk-averse regarding 
Disabled people’s participation in normal daily activities (Field, et al., 2024; Seale, et al., 
2013; NeuroNav, n.d.). Prevalent attitudes aligned with the medical and charity models 
of disability (Vaughan, 2022) assume that Disabled people should not take risks: Disabled 
people participating in an activity perceived as “risky” (or their parents/carers) can be 
portrayed being irresponsible or irrational.

8.	 Families who cycle frequently face judgement that cycling with children is an inappropriate 
risk (Rahman, 2025). Women face generally harsher societal expectations (including inter-
nalised expectations) relating to parenting than men (Ishizuka, 2025; Schmidt, et al., 2022).

Our experience has been that Disabled family utility cycling can provide huge time, energy, 
financial, emotional, physical, family relationship and social benefits. We have been able to 
access these benefits as a result of our intersectional privileges. The range of risks that inter-
sectionally oppressed families experience affect all areas of their lives. These risks must be 
mitigated by societal changes, and not only to open the possibility of utility cycling to more 
Disabled families.

Factors important to utility cycling as a Disabled family group
If a Disabled family decides to attempt and/or practise utility cycling then further factors 
arise, which initially exist as barriers but as expertise and familiarity develop, often become 
benefits.

Time, energy, physical, cognitive and emotional capacity—“Spoons”
Christine Misanderino’s Spoon Theory (Miserandino, n.d.) is a simple model to describe how 
Disabled and chronically ill people need to ration our capacity across a range of domains 
carefully each day. In Spoon Theory, a Disabled person has a set number of “spoons” each 
day, representing capacity for activity of any kind. Over-spending spoons can cause illness 
or increased severity of a condition, reducing capacity on future days. Any activity—moving, 
waiting, supervising, talking, form-filling—may cost spoons for a Disabled person.

Disabled parents and carers have the added responsibility that over-spending their own 
spoons can result in them becoming less able or unable to care for their dependents – while 
unpredictable responses of children may result in activities costing more spoons for a parent/
carer than was anticipated. Disabled parents and carers are therefore likely to be extremely 
cautious about taking risks, such as trying out activities like cycling, which may, initially or 
permanently, use too many spoons.

Conversely, options such as utility cycling have the potential to reduce daily spoon demand 
on Disabled parents and carers, both directly by making specific journeys easier, and indi-
rectly, by enabling early independent mobility for children in Disabled households. 
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My experience as a Disabled parent with Disabled children is that I need vastly longer 
to complete physical tasks than when I was non-disabled. I can no longer complete 
many tasks reliably or at all. Simultaneously, my Disabled children have high support 
needs. The spoons required to carry out essential caring activities, child-related activi-
ties expected by professionals and my own necessary activities against the spoons I 
have frequently is a sum that does not add up. Recommendations to “just get up ear-
lier” or “work out how you can bring the children along” are instructions to find more 
capacity when, as a Disabled parent and/or parent carer you are frequently exhausted 
already. 

My favourite cautionary tale for professionals on uninformed assumptions: a senior 
member of social care staff was delivering training to parents of Disabled children 
with complex emotional and behavioural needs. She declared that it was always pos-
sible to find “me time”, and recommended we should do this whenever we went to the 
toilet, as we’d be alone and able to relax. She had failed to ask how we actually handled 
toilet breaks. As carers of high-needs children, we generally had to take one or more 
children with us and often physically hold and reassure them continuously, so that we 
could use the toilet at all! 

It will often be a significant sacrifice and risk for members of a Disabled family to find capacity 
to participate in a new activity which may not have long-term benefits. Encouraging cycling 
without understanding barriers and offering mitigations becomes a barrier itself, by requir-
ing Disabled people to educate others and argue against disbelief.

The up-front costs required in time, energy and capacity to access cycling as a Disabled 
family will be insurmountable for many families without considerable changes to infrastruc-
ture, care and service provision. If the barriers to accessing utility cycling can be surmounted, 
considerable capacity benefits can be realised.

There are two main ways cycling has benefited us in spoon savings:

1. Our non-disabled children became able to make many journeys independently by 
age 10–11. Reduced “parent taxi” duties freed up many spoons for me, which were 
spent on caring and pacing to improve my overall functioning. This benefited eve-
ryone: for example, our non-disabled children simply would not have been able to 
attend many of the groups they did, had they not been able to travel independently, 
and have enjoyed the freedom of being able to go where they want, when they want.

2. Cycling using an e-tandem enables completion of routine trips using far fewer 
spoons than other options for the same journeys: relying on council “SEND” transport 
and myself driving, parking, then walking using crutches or attempting to get through 
school-run driver chaos using a wheelchair was far more time consuming, painful and 
draining than gliding to school entrances on an e-bike is. 

The additional capacity and consistent extra hours gained from cycling utility journeys 
benefited our family’s internal situation and enabled me to return to paid work.

These capacity benefits have only been achievable because of our family’s privilege. Even so, 
we drove most journeys for a number of years while we were not able to find the capacity to 
enable every member of our family to cycle for utility journeys. Present low Disabled family 
utility cycling rates indicate that few are able to surmount the barriers to access. 
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Mitigating barriers to utility cycling for Disabled families has the potential to hugely ben-
efit all members of Disabled families.

Money
Disabled family utility cycling can have significant up-front and ongoing costs. The price 
of non-standard cycles can be many times that of standard bicycles (Wheels for Wellbeing, 
2025d), but for many, they are essential for utility cycling. Children grow and change: a range 
of different cycles must be sourced within a few years. A young Disabled child may or may 
not be able to be transported using the same devices that many non-disabled children use. 
An older Disabled child may be able to use bicycles, or may need non-standard cycles, and 
potentially other walking/wheeling aids too. Combining the changing needs of a Disabled 
adult and children can be expensive. Storage facilities, servicing and repairs are also likely to 
cost more for Disabled families than for non-disabled families because the cycle types used 
are typically larger and less familiar to local cycle stores than standard bikes. 

Conversely, the cost savings and financial gains that utility cycling can enable can be very 
considerable: utility cycling has not only reduced driven miles and public transport mileage 
for our family, realising financial savings, it has also freed up enough time and cognitive 
capacity for me that I was able to re-start paid work after eight years as an unpaid carer.

Accessible infrastructure
Street-based cycling spaces, such as low-traffic carriageways and cycle tracks parallel to car-
riageways, rarely meet national good practice standards (Department for Transport, 2020), 
but if they do, quiet streets can be reasonably usable for a Disabled family where one or more 
adults travel with children once necessary skills are learned. Skills include control of cycles 
appropriate to cycle types and learned systems for managing specific routes, unexpected inci-
dents, and specific infrastructure types such as crossings and junctions, as well as dealing 
with small numbers of other road users including drivers. To learn these skills and rules, 
practice is needed in very quiet traffic-free spaces.

Traffic-free routes in green spaces can be good for practicing the early stages of cycling. 
However, as well as often being socially unsafe (ONS, 2022a; London Cycling Campaign, 2024), 
they are often physically inaccessible. They are also frequently impossible to reach for cyclists who 
cannot ride on roads, due to missing safe active travel route sections: At present, national design 
guidance (Active Travel England, 2024b) contains “critical fail” ratings for on-road active travel 
routes with excessive danger from drivers. However, there are no clear “critical fail” measures 
for accessibility of traffic-free routes. This means that since designated main active travel routes 
forming parts of the national network are inaccessible (Larrington-Spencer, 2025), Disabled 
families cycling can be forced onto “critical fail” hazard routes. A comparable situation for motor 
transport would be for trunk roads to be funded that could only be accessed using 4x4s.

Typically, even relatively accessible traffic-free routes have vehicle restriction measures such 
as bollards at entrances (Wheels for Wellbeing, 2024a), meaning informal breakdown or other 
emergency rescue options are limited for people who cannot walk to the nearest road access. 
This means even in optimal conditions, routes isolated from the road network have significant 
safety and accessibility disadvantages compared with on-road or road-adjacent cycle facilities. 

A Disabled friend who uses an e-trike for utility journeys phoned me. Her trike had 
broken down while she was out. She was searching with increasing desperation for 
anyone who was able to rescue her during working hours. Despite having broken 
down on a road-adjacent cycle track just before she planned to enter the long riv-
erside city centre National Cycle Network traffic-free route, no wheelchair-accessible 
taxi or breakdown service was prepared to pick her up. No local support services were 
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answering the phone. Fortunately, I had non-disabled teens at home, a van, and time, 
so we could rescue her. In discussions about what would have happened had she bro-
ken down a few hundred metres further on, past vehicle restriction barriers on the 
“safe” traffic-free route, she and I concluded that as she cannot walk more than a cou-
ple of metres, the only safe option would have been to call emergency services. This 
would likely be deemed a “non-emergency” situation, so had the weather been cold or 
wet, she could have been at risk of serious health consequences prior to help arriving.

Accurate information is also critical for safety and accessibility, especially where infrastructure 
accessibility is poor or has specific hazards associated with it (Wheels for Wellbeing, 2025a). 
Access information is regularly inaccurate (National Centre for Accessible Travel, 2025). This 
can lead to Disabled people being put at risk or being unable to complete journeys. For 
example, we regularly come across venue information that declares Disabled visitors are wel-
come, that the venue is “fully accessible”, and that cycle parking is provided. This rarely means 
there is accessible cycle parking (Figure 1). Mostly, where cycle parking is absent or unusable, 
we can find an alternative such as railings, posts, or cycle stands associated with a different 
venue. When non-disabled family members are present, they can carry out physically chal-
lenging locking processes. Occasionally, we have to go home.

Figure 1: Examples of poor accessibility cycle parking.
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Social privilege
Social privilege has been defined as “any entitlement, sanction, power, immunity and advan-
tage or right granted or conferred by the dominant group to a person or group solely by 
birthright membership in prescribed identities” (Black & Stone, 2005) . Black and Stone go 
on to include “differing degrees of ableness” as a category of social privilege, demonstrating 
that “birthright” is not in fact a necessary condition. Rather, individuals can move from more 
privileged to less privileged states and vice versa in a range of domains including disability, 
educational and socioeconomic status, “looked after” or corporate care experience status, 
citizenship status and more.

Disabled families will almost always experience intersectional low social privilege: a 
Disabled family will include at least one person whose Disabled status reduces their privi-
lege, and will frequently include young people, women, and people with low educational and 
socioeconomic privilege (Department for Transport, 2021; Heslop, 2013; ONS, 2022a). Being 
a member of a Disabled family increases the risk of experiencing negative consequences 
associated with engaging in non-normative activities such as cycling, including in appar-
ently unrelated areas of life. This means a Disabled family utility cycling without otherwise 
challenging social norms faces risks that non-disabled individuals or families are less likely 
to face.

The intersection of social privilege with inaccessible infrastructure, the need to use non-
standard cycles and other mobility aids and aspects of family members’ physical, cognitive 
and emotional capacities means that to use utility cycling, Disabled families are likely to 
need to challenge social norms and professional assumptions by asking for reasonable adjust-
ments (UK gov, 2010b) from essential service providers. Requests for reasonable adjustments 
are regularly ignored or refused (Pring, 2022). When reasonable adjustments are not made, 
Disabled families have to decide whether to escalate a request to a complaint or a legal case 
(Paulley, 2015). Escalating may risk reducing quality of essential service provision or with-
drawal of services. The alternative is to accept poor access, even if that excludes the family 
from cycling or from aspects of the service.

None of the special school sites our children have attended have entrances that are 
accessible for me as a physically Disabled person. The mainstream schools our chil-
dren have attended have had accessible entrances. Heavy, non-automatic gates and 
doors and missing dropped kerbs render the special school sites impossible for me 
to access without assistance, whether cycling or walking/wheeling. These barriers 
could be mitigated with the provision of a ramp, protected from drivers by stick-down 
wands, and either automatic openers on the pedestrian gates (and the reception doors 
for one school) or a modification to the vehicle gate controls to enable opening to be 
triggered by an intercom request from inside the gate as well as outside by staff in 
the school reception. None of these alterations have been made. Pushing further for 
adjustments would negatively affect my relationships with staff. Our children in these 
schools have complex behavioural difficulties: maintaining good relationships with 
staff is critical. I therefore cannot gain reasonable adjustments for access, even though 
lack of consistent access into schools also worsens my ability to parent.

Relevant personal expertise
Expertise required for Disabled families to make utility journeys cycling includes being able 
to anticipate and cater for the needs of each individual in the family, to consistently provide 
usable cycles for each family member, and to plan and implement journeys such that they are 
safe and pleasant enough for the trip to be repeated. 
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The level of cycling and planning expertise required to make utility trips cycling (Wheels for 
Wellbeing, 2024b) is self-evidently higher than that required to make leisure trips:

Utility trips are made for a purpose other than the journey itself—for example, to school, 
work, healthcare appointments or shopping, and to social or leisure events. The purpose of 
the trip fixes the start and end points. The route taken for the trip is therefore largely dictated 
by the start and end points. The date and time the trip is made, duration available to make 
the trip and frequency with which making the trip will be required are all dictated by the 
trip’s purpose.

Leisure trips are made for the journey itself – for example, going cycling for exercise or for 
enjoyment. These trips have few limits on route, timings and frequency. Even the start point 
of leisure trips may not be fixed: people often drive to a place they want to cycle.

Due to low levels of utility cycling in the UK, more people are familiar with leisure cycling 
than utility cycling. It seems common for decision-makers to assume that utility cycling route 
requirements are the same as for leisure cycling routes. This is not correct: utility cycling 
route requirements are much more comparable to driving, which is viewed as “utility-by-
default” in planning. This seems likely to a factor in poor utility cycling and amplified mobil-
ity route development (Wheels for Wellbeing, 2025b).

To demonstrate the detail required in Disabled family utility cycle planning, we will con-
sider a single journey example of a school run—implied by nationally-funded campaigns 
to be a trip that can be made by walking/wheeling or cycling following a little encourage-
ment, despite evidence that inadequate infrastructure prevents many from using active 
travel (Boland, et al., 2025; Bikeability, 2025; Sustrans, 2025). We would never choose the 
routes, times and journey frequencies required to complete this routine utility trip for a 
leisure trip.

Figure 2: Utility cycling route options: school run.
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Considering the routes above (Figure 2) in detail:

Route A is the most direct, at 1.65km. It includes five controlled Toucan crossings, 
two uncontrolled crossings, four bus stops, three of which are busy, and a section 
with crossfall (Wheels for Wellbeing, 2025c) so steep it is not safe for upright trikes (or 
my wheelchair). The uncontrolled crossings and bus stops are too confusing and haz-
ardous for our learning-disabled teen to negotiate without support. Each controlled 
crossing adds delay and deprioritisation. This route is mainly next to 40mph roads: it 
is loud, with perceptibly polluted air, causing unpredictable levels of distress to our 
neurodivergent children. Our non-disabled teens often use this as part of their routes.

Route B is 1.68km, comparable in distance to route A. It is used when our learning-dis-
abled teen is riding their trike, to avoid the crossfall barrier on route A. It also includes 
five controlled crossings, three of which are cycle-permitted Toucan crossings and two 
of which are non-cycle-permitted crossings. The non-cycle-permitted crossings include 
a narrow central refuge which is fully obstructed by a tricycle and/or tandem, prevent-
ing other people from using the crossing with us. The route includes five uncontrolled 
crossings, none of which can be crossed by our neurodivergent children without sup-
port. Again, the route is largely next to 40mph roads.

Route C is 4.94km, three times as long as A or B. It includes five controlled crossings 
and one uncontrolled crossing, plus on-road stretches that our Disabled children need 
high levels of support to use. Most of the traffic-free route is National Cycle Network 

(Sustrans, n.d.) greenway. This is not accessible to Disabled or teenage family mem-
bers from around November to March, nor after dark due to physical inaccessibility 
from poor seasonal maintenance and poor social safety with assault risk (ONS, 2022b; 
London Cycling Campaign, 2024). The route is mostly quieter than routes A or B. 
Distance and gradients make it too tiring for a regular school run, even in summer.

It is not lawful to cycle all of any of these routes: there are no lawful, safe routes available to 
reach the destination. To avoid cycling on 40mph carriageways carrying between 11,000 and 
42,000 motor vehicles per day (Department for Transport, 2025a; Department for Transport, 
2025b), a “critical fail” for safety (Active Travel England, 2024a; Department for Transport, 
2020, p. p174), the only option is to use non-cycle-permitted footways. Two of us cannot 
dismount and walk, so we ride considerately on footways, relying on the Boateng guid-
ance, which recommends police use discretion towards cyclists riding carefully on footways 

(MacMichael, 2014). That we feel able to cycle on footways reflects our generally high inter-
sectional privilege.

This journey complexity and planning is completely typical. For unfamiliar journeys, I use 
Google Maps and Streetview, considering the certain and likely needs of each person making 
the journey at the time the journey will need to be made. 

The access needs of families change as the children’s and adults’ mobility needs, prefer-
ences and journey destinations change, and as travel networks are altered. Journey planning 
is ongoing, dynamic, and requires considerable capacity and expertise. Expertise includes 
understanding highway rules; being able to cycle as a solo adult; simultaneously being able 
to support children to cycle (with or without constant adult presence); understanding infra-
structural needs of different cycle types; predicting route accessibility in different conditions; 
and predicting how each group member’s health, tiredness, and other likely stressors may 
combine with all other conditions to affect cycling.
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The barrier of expertise required for Disabled families to use utility cycling could be hugely 
reduced if active travel networks existed to provide safe and direct accessible route options 
for utility journeys, and if a wide range of non-standard cycles as well as servicing, repair and 
breakdown rescue options (ETA, n.d.) were reliably and readily available. These are all aspects 
of travel provision that we expect to be available to motor vehicle drivers.

Availability of appropriate skilled support
UK cycle training programmes, such as Bikeability, tend to assume that cycling is a simple 
process, to be learned within a few hours (Bikeability, n.d.). While this may often be true for 
physically learning to cycle, people do not learn independent utility cycling this rapidly: the 
process requires learning to move safely amongst other people walking/wheeling, cycling 
and driving motor vehicles. It is therefore comparable in complexity to learning to drive (UK 
Gov, 2022). Independent utility cycling can take years to learn, and may not be achievable, 
depending upon the infrastructure and cycles available, the teachers, and the age and capac-
ity of the person learning. I believe these factors are why whole-class universal cycle training 
programmes do not increase cycling rates (McKay, et al., 2020; Goodman, et al., 2015). 

Similarly to many other parents who cycle with children, we had experience of utility 
cycling prior to having children (Rahman, 2025). We also had experience of utility cycling as 
non-disabled adults and with non-disabled children prior to beginning utility cycling with 
Disabled children and after I became Disabled. 

For a number of years before I became Disabled, we were able to cycle for leisure but 
unable to cycle as a whole family or with just one adult but all children for utility jour-
neys. Complexities included having two increasingly large children with sensory, emo-
tional and behavioural difficulties who would often attack anyone in reach on jour-
neys even when apparently otherwise happy, rendering our existing child trailer and 
rear bike seat unusable, and meaning at least two non-disabled adults were needed 
for cycling outings. Using public transport was also impossible, and car journeys even 
with a large 7-seat MPV were difficult, particularly with only one adult present. It is 
possible an e-cargo trike with a rear larger seat for one child and front seats for three 
could have worked to enable one-adult family utility cycling journeys, but it wasn’t 
something we found the time or capacity to investigate. With two non-disabled adults 
in the household, we were still able to make some utility journeys cycling and train 
our two older non-disabled children to ride many of their utility trips independently.

Our younger children are now 12 and 14. Both need close adult support when cycling. 
Unlike young children with comparable support needs, they are too big to transport 
unless they co-operate. Our 14-year-old can ride as stoker on a tandem or on a solo 
trike with close support, while our 12-year-old can cycle alongside an adult on quiet 
roads. Each needed considerable 1:1 time and physical support from a skilled, physi-
cally strong adult to learn to cycle safely for utility. From 2020, I could not provide this 
support. However, the Covid lockdowns enabled my husband to take our 12-year-old, 
then aged 8–9, on regular rides to learn essential skills to stay safe with either parent 
on quiet roads. With his sister already able to ride her tandem, when school closures 
fully lifted, all members of our family were able to re-start cycling utility journeys (“The 
School Run”, 2022).

Disabled families need support to reach the point where barriers to cycling at least one 
utility journey route have become surmountable. Sources of support for Disabled families 
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without sufficient prior cycling experience to begin utility cycling need to include funded, 
individualised expert training and cycle provision programmes (Wheels for Wellbeing, n.d.a). 
Organisations such as Joyriders demonstrate ways that families can be supported to begin 
cycling (Joyriders, n.d.). 

Many Disabled families will need carers in addition to cycle trainers, both during sessions 
and to care for Disabled children or adults so other family members can learn necessary skills. 
However, there is a severe nationwide shortage of carers and childcare places for Disabled 
children, such that most parent carers are unable to find enough childcare even to participate 
in government-encouraged paid employment (Disabled Children’s Partnership, 2024; Coram, 
2024; Department for Work and Pensions, n.d.). 

Conclusion
Utility cycling can offer a range of benefits to Disabled families including financial, health, 
and logistical. However, utility cycling only becomes possible for Disabled families when all 
barriers to its use are mitigated to the point they can be surmounted. 

Barriers can increase or decrease for individuals and families at any time, and do not 
all relate directly to cycling. While accessible infrastructure, access to suitable cycles 
and opportunity to learn necessary skills are all important, societal barriers relating to 
the exclusion and oppression of Disabled individuals and families across all areas of life 
are likely to be as important or more important as barriers to cycling for many Disabled 
families.

Organisations trying to promote or support active travel must be alert to the wide range of 
barriers that Disabled families face in accessing cycling. Organisations must avoid pressuring 
or criticising families for not cycling even if the organisation believes they have lessened or 
removed one or more barriers. 
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