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Older Riders
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Cycling is a sport that people of
all ages can participate in and
enjoy. A large proportion of bikes
are purchased by people in the
older generation. This brings about
the interesting partnership of a new
bicycle and an ageing body. So how
do we make this combination
work? What changes occur to the
body with age, how do these impact
on you as a cyclist, and how can
you successfully combine the two?

BODY CHANGES

As we get older a number of
changes occur within the body.
Muscle mass decreases as does
muscular performance and the
ability to maintain and improve
muscular strength. Evidence indi-
cates that this process may begin as
early as age 25!

Spinal degeneration is also a nor-
mal part of ageing. This usually
involves decreased water content of
the nucleus pulposus (centre of the
disc) causing a loss of disc height
and thinning of the fibres of the
annulus fibrosis (lining of the disc).
Another factor is that the cellular
activity of ageing discs slows, result-
ing in a decreased ability to heal.

The facet joints (small joints
either side of the spine) degenerate
secondary to reduced lubrication
and poor alignment. Spinal liga-
ments become lax and spinal mus-
cles can lose strength, and spasm to
protect the worn out areas.
Eventually wear and tear of the
joint surfaces leads to various kinds
of arthritic changes. This form of
degeneration also occurs in weight-
bearing joints such as the knees and
hips. To make matters more inter-
esting our reaction times and bal-
ance capabilities also decrease.
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CYCLING ABILITY

Decreased spinal length and
flexibility means that the so-called
“ideal” bike set-up may not be ideal
for the older cyclist. A more upright
riding position will reduce the
stress to the older spine, maintain-
ing its natural curves. Also, as mus-
cle flexibility decreases, your stem
length and seat height may need
adjustment.

In addition, as disc heights
reduce and muscle flexibility
decreases so does your body’s natu-
ral shock absorption mechanism.
Therefore, it is important to con-
sider things such as seat type,
mechanical shock absorption
options and tyre inflation to reduce
the load on your spine. It is also

important to note that as reaction
times and balance decreases, slicks
and rapid downhills may not be the
safest choice. In these situations
common sense should prevail.

SUCCESSFUL
COMBINATIONS

Maintain Flexibility

It is important to maintain flexi-
bility in the major muscle groups of
the lower limbs. These include the
quadriceps, hamstrings, hip flexors
and iliotibial band. Flexibility in
these muscles will allow optimal
alignment of the spine secondary to
their attachments to the pelvis.
Warm-up and cool down

Flexibility in isolation is not
enough. A consistent warm-up






