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2. What are Free Bikes schemes? 
Cycle schemes that provide bicycles and wraparound support to 

disadvantaged communities in the UK  

An overview of Free Bikes schemes 

2.1 Put simply, the schemes provide free bikes and wraparound support (bike lessons, bike 
accessories, bike maintenance, cycling groups undertaking led rides etc) to disadvantaged 
communities free of charge, in order to remove one of the biggest barriers to cycling – the cost of 
a bike. There are three Free Bikes schemes considered within this national evaluation: 

● Birmingham Big Bikes (BBB): started in 2015 and part of the Birmingham Cycle Revolution 
- an ambitious 20-year plan to turn cycling into a mainstream form of transport across the city;  

● Essex Pedal Power (EPP): inspired by the success of BBB, EPP started in June 2021 and is 
now operating in four distinct areas of Essex, operated through the Active Essex team; and 

● Let’s Ride Southall (LRS): started in July 2021 with the first giveaways in August 2022. LRS 
are part of Ealing Council’s ‘Let’s Go Southall’ (LGS) initiative to increase physical activity 
and wellbeing in residents. 

2.2 Detail over how scheme funding was secured and delivered is provided in the Technical 
Appendix. 

Figure 1 – The Free Bikes schemes are delivered in three main areas – Birmingham, Essex and 

Southall 

The Free Bikes schemes in context 
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Aims of the three schemes 

2.3 Each scheme has its own set of objectives, but they possess common principles. The broad aims 
of the three schemes are combined and simplified to:  

● Increase cycling participation to level up inequalities; 
● Increase sustainable travel through cycling;  
● Increase the employability of local people and improve the local economy; 
● Increase the fitness and physical health of inactive people;  
● Increase the wellbeing of inactive people; and 
● Increase the resilience, connectedness and social capital in local communities. 

What has been delivered so far? 

2.4 BBB Phase 1 launched in 2015, and provided a total of approximately 4,000 bikes to recipients. 
Subsequent phases of BBB followed – they have now delivered approximately 8,100 bikes. EPP 
launched their scheme in Clacton and Jaywick in 2021, and has now launched in three other 
areas in Essex. Overall, 2,900 bikes have been given away in Essex. LRS launched in 2022 in 
Southall, and celebrated a milestone of distributing 1,100 bikes in June 2024. The graphic below 
provides an overview of the progress of the schemes to date. 

Figure 2 – The schemes have given away 12,000 bikes to date, 68% of which are from BBB 

Scheme delivery timeline 

 

An overview of scheme delivery 

2.5 People are able to apply to the schemes if they meet the schemes’ eligibility criteria, usually 
initially defined by a specified deprived geographical area. These areas typically possess 
residents that experience relatively low socioeconomic status, transport exclusion and health 
inequalities. Other eligibility conditions vary. In LRS, you are able to apply for a bike on behalf of 
your family, for up to four people. In 2022, BBB expanded to include a segment known as ‘Bikes 
on Prescription’. In this, the scheme focused on working with the health sector to facilitate 
allocation of bikes on prescription in priority areas. In Basildon, EPP has partnered with Basildon 
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Hospital to give staff the opportunity to apply for a bike, to encourage sustainable commuter 
travel.  

2.6 Across the schemes, there are adult bikes, children’s bikes or adaptive bikes available. In BBB, 
the first phase of the scheme only delivered bikes to adults, but after that time the scheme started 
delivering children’s bikes as well. The eligible age for EPP is 12 and the eligible age for LRS is 
five. Refurbished bikes are available at BBB and LRS, and there is a separate refurbished bikes 
scheme which is associated with EPP to which people are referred if they are ineligible for EPP. 

2.7 All schemes fit at least some of their bikes with GPS monitors, which collect essential data for 
evaluation and informing scheme delivery. For example, in Clacton & Jaywick, GPS data 
provided an indication of where people were using their bikes, informing a decision to put cycle 
parking in these locations. For BBB and LRS, bikes are given to recipients immediately. In EPP, 
bikes are loaned to participants for six months, transferring ownership only after consistent 
cycling behaviour has been exhibited. 

2.8 All schemes offer what is termed in this evaluation as ‘wraparound support’ – that is, they are not 
just provided with a free bike but also a free bike lock, helmet, cycling lessons, learn-to-ride 
sessions and bike maintenance. Cycle hubs are established in various locations in BBB and LRS, 
hosting various cycle activities like bike training and led rides. This wraparound support is 
essential for increasing cycling participation, and the community elements (community led rides 
and cycling activities) drive social cohesion.  

2.9 In particular, LRS are differentiated in that it is a strongly community-centred scheme, designed 
specifically around local needs. LRS’ goal is to empower community members to become 
‘organisers’ and ‘super organisers’ – leaders who champion the scheme and ensure its efficient 
operation. This model is known as ‘the social movement’. The social movement has enabled LRS 
to trial different conditions for increasing participation. Training and community led rides, 
delivered by local organisers, has been tailored to meet very specific needs of applicants and has 
led to higher outcomes in cycle learning & development. LRS is aiming to embed scheme 
operations in the community so that it can continue to be sustained after funding stops. The 
social movement underpins the wider LGS initiatives around health and wellbeing.   
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3. What is this national evaluation? 
A comprehensive and robust evidence base outlining the impacts of 

the schemes, their social return on investment and learnings for 

successful delivery 

Evaluation best practice 

3.1 Evaluation is an important tool to understand whether a scheme is meeting its aims and derive 
learnings over how the scheme could improve. The HMT Magenta Book1 states there are two 
main purposes to evaluation: learning and accountability. An evaluation will include analysis of 
how an intervention is working, as well as analysis over the impact of an intervention, and a cost 
benefit analysis. Evaluations should be proportionate and fit for purpose. An effective evaluation 
will play a key role in policy design, development and delivery and design of subsequent 
interventions. 

The need for a national evaluation 

3.2 There are four key national priorities which are relevant to Free Bikes schemes, based on a 
review of priorities from the current government, Sport England, Active Travel England and the 
NHS: 

 

 
1 HM Treasury, 2020. Magenta Book : Central Government guidance on evaluation 
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3.3 Scheme promoters believe these initiatives deliver significant benefits aligned with national 
priorities in a resource-efficient way. Robust evidence is urgently needed to assess their impact, 
value for money and policy alignment. This evidence will help decision-makers justify funding and 
identify key success factors from different delivery models. Insights can guide future free bike 
schemes in design and implementation.  

3.4 Overall, the national evaluation aims to: 

● Confirm these schemes deliver meaningful benefits aligned with national priorities. 
● Provide robust evidence of over value for money. 
● Identify key success factors to inform effective delivery and maximise benefits. 

Evaluation work undertaken to date 

3.5 Each scheme has an experienced evaluation team focused on its objectives, with extensive 
survey and case study evidence already collected. There are three surveys at BBB (Phase 1, 
Phase 2b and Refurbished), a survey for each EPP scheme and two surveys at LRS (Standard 
and Wellbeing). This national evaluation builds on their work, filling gaps and providing a holistic, 
independent assessment without duplicating efforts.  

3.6 This national evaluation is accompanied by another report (‘The Value of Free Bikes schemes’), 
which summarises the findings from the evaluation that are relevant to different groups of 
stakeholders, and outlines whether there is a case to scale up a national rollout of the schemes. 
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3.7 This evaluation was undertaken between August 2023 and September 2024, and the main report 
drafting was undertaken between September 2024 and April 2025. Whilst some small 
clarifications and edits have been made to this report between April 2025 and the publish date of 
this report (October 2025), the majority of the narrative and findings are relevant to the August 
2023-April 2025 period.  

Evaluation framework 

3.8 Impacts are estimated through a mixed-methods approach, covering quantitative survey data, 
qualitative data, bespoke health impact methodology and monetisation. State of Life differentiate 
between two types of impacts: ‘primary’ (the direct benefit and value to individuals) and 
‘secondary’ (the wider value to society, including the state).2 Reflecting this framework, the 
impacts of this evaluation are also split into primary and secondary.  

3.9 More detail on scope and methodology is contained in the Technical Appendix. 

  

 

 
2 State of Life, Sheffield Hallam University, and Manchester Metropolitan University for Sport England, 2024. The social 

value of sport and physical activity in England 
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4. Promoting good health and 

wellbeing and reducing physical 

inactivity  

Primary impacts 

Recipients report better life satisfaction and wellbeing 

4.1 There is strong evidence that the Free Bikes schemes have helped to improve mental health and 
wellbeing in recipients.  

4.2 The ONS national wellbeing survey3 asks people to rate, on a scale of 1-10, their life satisfaction, 
their happiness, whether they feel things in their life are worthwhile and their anxiety. These 
questions were asked of survey respondents in both baseline (before they received the bike) and 
follow-up. Figure 3 shows the unit increase in life satisfaction that was recorded from recipient 
survey responses between baseline and follow up, which ranges from +0.2 to +2.3 across all 
schemes. In particular, LRS comfortably records the highest gross increase in wellbeing across 
the schemes. Whilst it is hard to prove causality, qualitative feedback from recipients suggests 
that this may be somewhat correlated with the social movement and the strong community 
elements built into this scheme. 

4.3 Where possible, the figure also compares these changes to a counterfactual – that is, what could 
be the natural change in life satisfaction for the individual in the absence of having received a 
bike. For BBB, the counterfactual is publicly available ONS data for Birmingham. For EPP, the 
counterfactual is the non-bike recipient group who provided follow up survey responses. No 
counterfactual is available for LRS as the LRS Wellbeing survey only took place between March 
2024 and January 2025, and publicly available ONS data is not yet published for 2024. 

4.4 One would expect drivers of wellbeing (other than the bike) to affect both the bike recipients and 
the counterfactuals in the same way, on average. The change in the counterfactual can therefore 
be subtracted from the change in the survey responses, in order to better isolate the ‘true’ impact 
of the bike. This ‘difference in difference’ analysis finds that life satisfaction ratings changed by 
between +0.5 and +1.8 as a result of the bike. Indeed, in all but BBB Phase 1 and EPP Clacton & 
Jaywick, life satisfaction decreased in the counterfactual, meaning that without the scheme, 
recipients would be expected to incur decreased wellbeing. This shows the transformational 
impact that the schemes can have on recipients’ lives. This benefit is monetised in the section Do 
these schemes deliver value for money? 

 

 
3 ONS, 2024. Personal well-being estimates by local authority 
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Figure 3 - Recipients recorded higher life satisfaction ratings than before they received their bike in 

all areas. After taking into account changes in a relevant counterfactual, the difference in life 

satisfaction ranged from +0.5 to +1.8. 

Self-rating on life satisfaction, from a scale of 1 to 10 and difference in difference analysis (where the survey 

changes are compared to changes in a relevant counterfactual) 

 

 

 

Sources: Recipient surveys; ONS, 2024. Personal well-being estimates by local authority. Note: EPP survey data shown is Nov-23 follow-

up cohort, due to the ability to match the dataset with the non-bike recipient cohort for the counterfactual. Other EPP recipient cohorts 

showed an average of 0.3-0.6 unit increase in life satisfaction. 

4.5 Regarding the other ONS wellbeing measures, schemes reported 0.5 to 5.8 change in happiness 
ratings, 0.1 to 1.8 change in worthwhile ratings, and -1.4 to 2.1 change in anxiety ratings. This 
shows that the schemes are associated with higher levels of life satisfaction, happiness and 
worthwhileness, but not necessarily associated with lower levels of anxiety. 

“Thank you to all of you at Essex Pedal Power, my new family. Family for life. Essex Pedal Power [is the] 

best thing that has happened to me. Thanks guys.” (EPP recipient) 

"I've been feeling top of the world these days, because I'm riding 3 times a week, and it really makes the 

difference, mentally specifically. I used to be very depressed, very low, and very moody. But because of 

these exercises, especially bike riding, I'm feeling much better than before." (LRS recipient) 

There is a clear physical activity benefit as a result of the Free 

Bikes schemes 

4.6 In EPP, respondents were asked “In the past 7 days, have you done any of these activities?” and 
were presented the following choices: 1. A continuous walk of at least 10 minutes; 2. A cycle ride; 
3. A sport, fitness activity (such as gym or fitness lessons) or dance; 4. Any other physical activity 
not listed above; 5. None of these. EPP bike recipients saw a sharper decrease in those who did 
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not undertake any physical activity in the past seven days compared to those who did not receive 
bikes. 

Figure 4 – EPP bike recipients saw a larger decrease in the proportion who did not undertake any 

physical activity in the past 7 days than those who did not receive a bike.  

Proportion of EPP respondents who did not undertake any physical activity in the past 7 days  

 

    

Source: Analysis of recipient responses, 2024.  

4.7 Across all schemes, an average of 48% of respondents self-reported an improvement to their 
physical health as a result of the schemes.4 If these results were extrapolated to 12,000 bikes, 
over 5,700 people’s physical health would be improved as a result of the schemes. 

This increased physical activity leads to improvements in 

mortality  

4.8 Mortality is the experience of deaths as a result of diseases or any other cause (all-cause 
mortality). This is monetised through intangible willingness-to-pay benefits to the individual which 
are captured through: 

● Estimating the numbers of deaths avoided; 
● Converting to Years of Life Lost (YLLs) and then multiplying by the value of a quality adjusted 

life year (QALY) and the value of a statistical life year, in line with DfT’s guidance.5  

 

 
4 Note, LRS recipients were asked to what extent the schemes had improved physical health on a scale 1-10, which is 

slightly different to the proportion of respondents stating it had improved their physical health 

5 DfT, 2024. Active Mode Appraisal Toolkit. DfT, 2022. Tag Unit A4.1 Social Impact Appraisal 
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4.9 QALYs are also discussed as a potential methodology in Green Book supplementary guidance,6 
where direct evidence is available. The risk of this benefit double counting with wellbeing benefits 
(outlined above) are discussed in this supplementary guidance, which is accounted for in this 
evaluation methodology.  

4.10 This evaluation utilises recent academic papers such as that of Schwartz et al.,7 Woodcock et al.8 
and Rojas et al.9 to inform the methodology. A full list of references is contained in the Technical 
Appendix. Crucially, this methodology is adapted in this evaluation to account for the deprived 
nature of free bikes recipients – that is, those that typically suffer from lower health outcomes 
(higher death rates and lower life expectancy) than the average population.10 This is why the 
Free Bikes schemes, targeting areas of deprivation as they do, have the potential to bring about 
meaningful change in health outcomes, working to fulfil their scheme objective of successfully 
reducing inequalities.11 

4.11 Overall, based on the level of cycling from the free bikes cohorts to date, it is estimated that 
(extrapolated over all 9,500 20-8912 year old bike recipients), 3 deaths are prevented each year 
(15 over five years), valued at £4.3m annually (undiscounted, 2024 prices). These figures are 
based on an assumption that all 20-89 recipients receive a health benefit in a given year. The 3 
prevented deaths mean that approximately 6% of the total expected deaths in the cohort (49) are 
estimated to be prevented each year. 

 

 
6 HM Treasury, 2021. Wellbeing Guidance for Appraisal: Supplementary Green Book Guidance 

7 Schwarz et al., 2024. The untapped health and climate potential of cycling in France: a national assessment from 

individual travel data. Lancet. 2024;39:100874. DOI: 10.1016/j.lanepe.2024.100874 

8 Woodcock et al., 2012 Effect of increasing active travel in urban England and Wales on costs to the National Health 

Service. Lancet 2012; 379: 2198–205 

9 Rojas-Rueda, D., et al., 2013. Health impact assessment of increasing public transport and cycling use in Barcelona: A 

morbidity and burden of disease approach, Prev. Med., DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2013.07.0212024 

10 Huseyiin, 2024. Health benefits of active travel huge, but evidence key to engaging with detractors, says Whitty, 

Transport Xtra. Retrieved from: https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/76328/health-

benefits-of-active-travel-huge-but-evidence-key-to-engaging-with-detractors-says-whitty, accessed 31 July 2024  

 

12 It is typical in this type of modelling to exclude children due to lack of evidence over how physical activity impacts a 

child’s health. Therefore, only those over the age of 20 are included in the model in this evaluation. 

https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/76328/health-benefits-of-active-travel-huge-but-evidence-key-to-engaging-with-detractors-says-whitty
https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/76328/health-benefits-of-active-travel-huge-but-evidence-key-to-engaging-with-detractors-says-whitty
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Figure 5 – Recipients would value prevented deaths at £4.3m, with the majority of cause-specific 

mortality benefits driven by Cardiovascular Disease (which has the highest death rate) 

Willingness to pay for death prevention – figure excludes all-cause mortality benefits which are valued at 

£3m. 

Source: Volterra calculations. See Technical Appendix for full list of references 

4.12 These impacts are dependent on a number of inputs and assumptions. The Technical Appendix 
contains a detailed explanation of the driving factors of this model, along with a number of 
sensitivity scenarios for these impacts. These annual deaths prevented are presented over a five-
year appraisal period in the section Do these schemes deliver value for money?  

The Free Bikes schemes improve access to healthcare centres 

4.13 The free bikes have helped recipients access healthcare independently. GPS data on bike trips 
shows that Basildon recipients have used their free bikes to reach Basildon University Hospital 
(the only hospital in Basildon), with 206 trips of a total of 2,732 trips originating in Basildon ended 
in the hospital premises (~8%). According to the EPP Bas survey, 16% of respondents were 
employed at the hospital (as a result of an EPP scheme to offer hospital staff a bike), as opposed 
to patients or visitors to the hospital. 

4.14 The use of bikes to access healthcare is a key finding, especially when juxtaposed with the travel 
times of other transport options. Reaching a hospital on time – as a patient, a visitor, or 
healthcare staff – can be crucial. Travel time analysis shows that the recipient who started the 
farthest from the hospital (just over 4 kilometres away) would have reached it in approx. 20 
minutes, faster than other modes of transport.13 

 

 
13 Travel time analysis was undertaken on QGIS (a geographic mapping and analysis tool) and Google Maps. 
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Figure 6 – For the recipient who was the farthest from Basildon University Hospital, it would take 

over twice the time to reach the hospital by public transport compared to the bike. 

Trips ending in Basildon University Hospital 

 

Source: OSM Contributors; Map Tiler; EPP GPS data 2021-2024 

Secondary impacts 

The physical activity leads to reduced morbidity, resulting in 

cost savings for the NHS 

4.15 The majority of current health models and guidance focus on mortality health benefits (as 
described above). This includes the Department for Transport’s (DfT) Active Mode Appraisal 
Toolkit (AMAT)14 and the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) Health Economic Assessment Tool 
(HEAT).15  

4.16 However, wider academic literature also considers morbidity benefits – that is, the benefit of 
preventing cases of disease. The morbidity benefits of physical activity were also recently 

 

 
14 Department for Transport, 2022. Active Mode Appraisal Toolkit User Guide 

15 WHO, 2023. Health Economic Assessment Tool (HEAT) for walking and cycling 
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outlined in State of Life’s report for Sport England, titled ‘The social value of sport and physical 
activity in England’.16  

4.17 This is highly relevant to the first national priority, promoting good health and wellbeing. At a time 
where public health budgets are severely constrained, and with policy emphasis on reducing 
preventable diseases such as type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease, robust methods that 
estimate the physical health impacts from cycling (and associated health cost savings) are of 
increasing importance in health economics research.  

4.18 Morbidity benefits in this evaluation consider six key health outcomes which are found to be most 
closely impacted by physical activity: breast cancer, colon cancer, cardiovascular disease, type 2 
diabetes, dementia and depression. This is monetised through tangible fiscal cost savings to the 
NHS. Again, this evaluation adapts the health benefit model to account for the higher rates of 
disease case in deprived populations. 

4.19 Importantly, the morbidity methodology adopted in this evaluation only estimates new cases of 
disease prevented due to physical activity, rather than alleviation of existing cases of disease 
through physical activity. This approach is adopted due to a lack of information on existing 
prevalence of diseases within the free bikes recipient cohort, making it difficult to estimate.  

4.20 Overall, based on the level of cycling from the free bikes cohorts to date, it is estimated that 
(extrapolated over all 9,500 20-89 year old bike recipients), 58 new disease cases are prevented 
each year across the three schemes (288 over five years), saving the NHS over £1.0m 
(undiscounted, 2024 prices) annually. The 58 new cases prevented means that approximately 
16% of the total new cases of disease expected in the cohort each year are prevented. The 
largest savings are type 2 diabetes and cardiovascular disease, aligned with the two key priority 
diseases in the NHS Long Term Plan.17 These figures are based on an assumption that all 20-89 
recipients receive a health benefit in a given year. 

 

 
16 State of Life, Sheffield Hallam University, and Manchester Metropolitan University for Sport England, 2024. The social 

value of sport and physical activity in England 

17 NHS, 2019. Long Term Plan 
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Figure 7 – The NHS saving from Free Bikes schemes to date is approximately £1.0m per year, with 

the largest savings from Type 2 Diabetes due to the long duration of the disease (and associated 

cost of treatment) 

Annual NHS savings from prevented cases of disease as a result of physical activity at the Free Bikes 

schemes 

 

 

Source: Volterra calculations. See Technical Appendix for full list of references 

4.21 The impact that Free Bikes schemes have had on promoting good health and wellbeing and 
reducing physical inactivity is well documented by the recipients themselves: 

"My health has improved, I lost a lot of weight, nearly 10kilos. And my blood pressure, sugar level and 

cholesterol, all going very very low now.” (LRS recipient)  

“I was quite ill, and my health was going down very badly. I was losing muscle, because I couldn't walk for 

long. I got a trapped nerve, but with cycling, as soon as I get in a cycle, I can cycle for 2/3 hours, no 

problem. I could not go out because of the trap nerves, sometimes I could not walk for 100 yards. So I was 

putting on weight… getting onto the bicycles now it has actually got me out of the house, doing more 

exercise and my health is getting much much better.” (LRS Focus Group 1 Participant) 

The hospital staff partnership has a wider benefit for the 

healthcare system 

4.22 An EPP evaluation carried out by Active Essex in 2024 showed that 67% of the Basildon 
University Hospital staff who received the free bikes now find it easier to commute to work. 56% 
of the hospital staff recipients stated that they exercised regularly, compared to 38% non-
recipient staff. Moreover, 23% of the recipient staff reported excellent health, compared to 20% at 
baseline. The provision of bikes has therefore played some part in the improvement of the 
hospital staff’s mental and physical health. This finding has implications for the wider healthcare 
system – healthier and happier staff is likely to provide better care to patients, delivering 
improved healthcare at the aggregate level. 
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How this meets the national priority 

4.23 Free Bikes schemes clearly meet multiple national priorities, in particular the Sport England 
objectives to increase physical activity and reduce physical inactivity. The participation benefits 
the schemes deliver meet the Active Tavel England and Department for Transport agendas to 
increase cycling uptake. Increased physical activity through use of the bike results in tangible 
cost savings to the NHS through prevention of new cases of disease, meeting a key priority for 
the NHS. This is particularly relevant for more deprived areas of the country, where data 
demonstrates that residents have lower life expectancies and are living 10 years longer in a state 
of ill health than those living in areas of affluence. The evidence suggests that schemes such as 
these are significant for overcoming and reducing inequalities through improving health 
outcomes, further meeting another of Sport England priorities. 
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5. Reducing inequalities through 

improved access to 

opportunities  

Primary impacts 

5.1 Free bikes have improved access to a range of opportunities for recipients. Both the GPS data 
and survey responses demonstrate that recipients have used their bikes to access schools, jobs, 
hospitals and shopping destinations to name a few. The increased mobility afforded by the free 
bike has enabled recipients to access opportunities such as education, employment, health and 
leisure.  

“I didn’t know how to ride a bike before. Now I can independently access new places.” (LRS Focus Group 1 

Participant) 

“Wouldn’t have gone anywhere if not for the bike. It gives me a lease of life.” (EPP Harwich Focus Group 

Participant) 

5.2 Improved access to opportunities matter, particularly for those who lack them in the first instance. 
The objectives of the Free Bikes schemes are heavily centred around access to key amenities 
and opportunities. Case study analysis is presented throughout this section to evidence how the 
free bikes have improved access to a range of opportunities. The case study areas are chosen 
based on a combination of the most socio-economically disadvantaged areas according to desk-
based data, and in discussion with operators who have local knowledge of their schemes. The 
analysis utilises the GPS data that is available for the Free Bikes schemes.  

5.3 Overall, this shows that across all three schemes, recipients have used the bikes to access key 
social infrastructure and opportunities, highlighting the impact the bikes can have of reducing 
inequalities that are present in the most deprived communities in the country.   

The schemes enable residents to access more greenspace 

BBB case study   

5.4 There are areas of Birmingham that suffer from a deficiency of greenspace. The Birmingham 
Environmental Justice Map shows that areas in the centre of the city are more prone to the lack 
of access to greenspace.18 One such area is the Sparkbrook and Balsall Heath east (SBHE) 
ward, which is the most deprived ward in Birmingham based on the Index of Multiple 

 

 
18 Birmingham City Council, 2022. Environmental Justice 
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Deprivation.19 In SBHE, there is less than one hectare of greenspace per 1,000 residents, just a 
quarter of the Birmingham average.20  

5.5 Given the deficiency of greenspace within the ward, SBHE residents would likely need to travel 
outside of the ward to access parks, gardens, playing fields and other types of open and 
greenspace. Figure 8 demonstrates how access to greenspace is enhanced by bikes. On the 
left-hand side, a 15-minute walk or public transport journey can get an SBHE resident (living in 
the middle of the ward) to up to six different parks or gardens and one playing field – mainly 
those falling in the ward. However, a cycle trip of the same length can get the resident to 29 
different parks and gardens, and gives the option of accessing four different playing fields. GPS 
data shows that 9% of the total BBB trips undertaken over 2015-2017 ended in greenspaces. 
Free bikes help open up more green and open space options to recipients, especially those who 
are most deprived of it. Such unrestricted access would help Birmingham County Council achieve 
its objective of providing every citizen access to green spaces.21 

Figure 8 – The number of parks and gardens that SBHE recipients can reach by a 15-minute bike trip 

is at least 5 times higher than other modes of transport. 

Greenspace accessed by a 15-minute journey by modes (left), trips originating from SBHE and ending in 

greenspace (right)   

 

 

Source: BBB GPS data 2015-2017; OS Contributors; Map Tiler; TravelTime 

 

 
19 MHCLG, 2019. English Index of Multiple Deprivation 

20 Birmingham City Council, 2006. The Future of Birmingham’s Parks and Open Spaces: Supplementary Planning 

Document 

21 Birmingham City Council, 2022. Environmental Justice 



National evaluation of free bikes 

 

Essex County Council 22 

LRS case study  

5.6 Ealing’s green space strategy showed that as of the Census 2011, Southall Green had the lowest 
availability of greenspace per 1,000 residents across all Southall wards, and third lowest across 
all Ealing wards.22 The study forecast that even in 2026, population growth in the ward would 
keep availability severely low. 

5.7 GPS evidence of Southall Green recipients using their bikes to access greenspaces is even 
stronger than that in SBHE. Over 2022-2024, 621 trips out of the 2,464 trips that originated in 
Southall Green ended in a greenspace, which amounts to 25%. Similar to the figure above for 
BBB, Figure 9 demonstrates greater access the bikes provide (left-hand) and maps trips to 
greenspaces (right-hand) by Southall Green recipients. 

5.8 Nearly 10% of these trips (65 trips) ended in Manor Park, as also shown in the map. It was noted 
in the bike giveaways (January 2024) and the LRS focus group meetings (March 2024) that many 
recipients, particularly the older generation, enjoyed taking their bikes to this park to socialise, 
exercise and ride with other recipients. Another key finding is that some Southall Green residents 
have taken their bikes to greenspaces much farther away from Ealing, such as to Richmond Park 
and Ruislip Common. 

Figure 9 – The number of parks and gardens that Southall Green recipients can reach by a 15-minute 

bike trip is at least 13 times higher than other modes of transport. 

Greenspace accessed by a 15-minute journey by modes (left), trips originating from Southall Green and 

ending in greenspace (right)   

 

 

 

 
22 Ealing, 2012. Green Spaces Strategy 
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Source: LRS GPS data 2022-2024; OS Contributors; Map Tiler; TravelTime 

5.9 Survey results support GPS findings, in that recipients have used their bikes to access 
greenspaces - 44% of BBB Phase 1 respondents and 10% to 27% of EPP respondents (across 
the four schemes) said greenspace access was improved.  

5.10 Green prescribing is gaining traction in the UK to promote health and wellbeing of patients.23 This 
is when a healthcare professional prescribes outdoor activities and interaction with nature as a 
part of the patient’s treatment plan. This is based on the idea that spending time in natural 
environments impacts physical and mental health considerably, thus enhancing overall wellbeing. 
A recent article by Dr Daniel Grace states that evidence has supported the positive impacts of 
green prescribing. Some examples of green prescribing are the Green Gym initiative by The 
Conservation Volunteers and NHS Lothian Charity’s pilot green prescribing in 2022. The article 
states that even though beneficial, green prescribing has its own barriers, notably lack of 
availability and proximity of greenspaces, a lack of biodiversity, poor transport links that further 
discourage visiting greenspaces, among many other factors.  

5.11 Owning a free bike can make green prescribing a more common reality for the UK healthcare 
system and its patients. It has the potential to remove the aforementioned barriers of access, 
proximity and transport. With a free bike, a patient can access greenspaces outside their local 
area, be amidst nature and meet other people in these spaces, all with the potential to result in 
better mental and physical wellbeing. 

5.12 Overall, by enabling recipients to access more greenspaces, the free bikes promote physical 
activity, community interactions and thus, help achieve physical and mental wellbeing. With these 
schemes in place, achieving national health and community priorities can be accelerated. 

“I enjoyed lots of areas I'd never visited before. I'd never been to Osterley Park, Boston Manor Park, we 

went to and I found It was really nice , and Richmond Park as well. So I'm glad to have been able to see 

them.” (LRS recipient)   

Recipients have used their bikes to reach employment 

destinations 

EPP case study 

5.13 Essex has pockets of highly deprived areas, many of which record high unemployment levels, 
residents who earn relatively low incomes and children living in poverty. Among these areas is 
Clacton & Jaywick, which recorded the highest economic inactivity rate nationally in 2022 – 
approximately 47% compared to 21% in the UK.24   

5.14 Figure 10 presents the end destinations of trips that originated in Clacton & Jaywick during 
morning commute hours – 7am to 10am on weekdays. In total, 5,546 trips of this kind took place, 
and all of these ended within Tendring. These are mapped onto the employment density deciles 
in Tendring – from 1 (light shade, top 10% least employment dense area) to 10 (darkest shade of 
blue, top 10% most employment dense area).25 Approximately 41% of the commute trips (2,274 

 

 
23 Dr Daniel Grace, 2024. The benefits of green prescribing in the NHS 

24 The Telegraph, 2024. What Clacton tells you about how the white working-class have been left behind 

25 ONS, 2023. BRES 2022 
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trips) originating from this deprived area ended in the top 20% most employment dense areas in 
Tendring.  

5.15 Various businesses operate in these areas, ranging from supermarkets to dental surgeries, 
pharmacies and seaside cafes.26 It is inevitably difficult to make definitive conclusions about the 
purpose of these trips from the GPS data itself (i.e., it may be possible that the trip to a café in a 
highly employment dense area is a recipient visiting the café instead of working there). Closer 
inspection using satellite imagery shows that 51 trips ended in industrial estates and retail & 
business parks outside Clacton and Jaywick. These trips can most likely be attributed to 
employment due to the nature of businesses here. Scheme operators had also noted that some 
recipients used their bikes to get to business parks. 

Figure 10 - Recipients have used free bikes to reach areas industrial estates outside Clacton and 

Jaywick. 

EPP Clacton and Jaywick commute trips by employment density deciles 

 

 

Source: EPP data 2021-2024; OS Contributors; MapTiler 

LRS case study 

5.16 Norwood Green has high employment deprivation according to the English Indices of Multiple 
Deprivation. This measures the proportion of working-age population in an area involuntarily 
excluded from the labour market. The ward is made up of LSOAs that fall in the top 30% most 
deprived across England when it comes to employment.  

5.17 GPS data show that 513 trips originated from Norwood Green during peak hours in the morning. 
Some of these ended in other London boroughs such as Hounslow, Wandsworth and Richmond. 

 

 
26 This is based on satellite imagery using Google Maps and ONS BRES 2022 data 
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44% of these (28 trips) ended in highly employment dense areas, i.e., the top 20% most 
employment dense areas of Ealing. As with the case of Clacton & Jaywick, it is difficult to 
conclude the exact purpose of these trips. In areas like Ealing Broadway and high streets, 
recipients could either be working their shifts, or could just be visiting. Satellite imagery of 50 trips 
(shown below) points to stronger evidence of trips undertaken for work due to the nature of 
businesses present in these areas – industrial estates and vehicle businesses. 

Figure 11 – Recipients in Norwood Green have used their bikes to access employment in industrial 

estates and vehicle businesses. 

LRS Norwood Green commute trips by employment density deciles 

 

 

5.18 14% of BBB refurbished bikes recipients, and 9% to 18% of EPP recipients have agreed in the 
surveys that the free bikes have enabled recipients to increase access to employment. A third of 
LRS recipients said that they used their bikes to cycle to either work or education, and a number 
of LRS GPS trips ended near Heathrow airport, known to be a key employer of Southall 
residents. The EPP evaluation carried out by Active Essex showed that 32% of EPP recipients 
said that the bikes made it easier to access jobs, while 75% believed to have saved money on 
other modes transport. Moreover, 30% of participants agreed that the provision of a bike has not 
only eased commute and saved money, but also improved their mental and physical health. They 
have been able to spend more time with family and friends.  

5.19 The Free Bikes schemes have therefore enabled individuals to be present at work and earn an 
income. To close the inequality gap, it is crucial that most deprived populations get an opportunity 
to earn with as few barriers as possible. This is key to meet the national priority of reducing 
inequalities. 
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“I’ve had the bike a year and a half. I require it to get to work.” (EPP Clacton & Jaywick Focus Group 

Participant) 

5.20 The schemes help people take up new employment opportunities. The schemes themselves 
directly employ people. Furthermore, BBB Phase 1 found that 2% of survey respondents said the 
scheme had helped them find employment (equating to 64 recipients in total), and EPP C&J 
Impact Report states that five people found employment thanks to the programme. LRS 
operators stated they have recorded 20 people helped into employment. The details of the 
existing evaluations are not clear on which jobs these are or how the bike helped the recipient get 
the job. However, according to scheme operators, these impacts could vary from taking up a job 
as a delivery rider (which requires the bike) to taking up a job where the bike has provided 
essential transport access. For any of these roles that went to previously unemployed people 
who were claiming benefits before, this represents a benefit to the individual as a result of the 
employment. These are monetised in the section Do these schemes deliver value for money? 
at over £500,000 to date, after accounting for the ‘deadweight’ scenario where a proportion of 
these people would have likely found employment regardless of receiving the bike. Employment 
is a wider determinant of health, and recipient testimonials evidence the health benefits of the 
employment. 

“I came to Southall as a student…(international) I wanted to work…I could work for a certain amount of 

hours…I learned how to do this (bike mechanics)…I could learn from being here. I love it…the vibe and 

community…all we do for people…fixing bikes…bringing machine to life” (LRS Mechanic, M) 

 

The free bikes improve access to education for recipients living 

far away  

EPP case study 

5.21 Higher education attainment in Essex, such as qualifications to level RFQ4+, is poorer than the 
whole of the East and national average (40% versus 43% and 47% against respective 
comparators in 2023).27 An example of an area in Essex that is severely deprived in qualifications 
and skills attainment is Harwich and Dovercourt (H&D) – among top 10% most deprived areas in 
England when it comes to education and skills.28  Further, a key objective of EPP in this eligible 

 

 
27 ONS, 2024. Annual population survey 2023 

28 MHCLG, 2019. English Index of Multiple Deprivation 

1.1 Case study – Anonymous, EPP 

1.2 One man in his early twenties moved to the UK in recent years and struggled to find 
employment, until he received his free bike through the scheme. He spoke of having 
“nothing to do” before receiving the bike. However, since receiving it, he has obtained a 
job as a courier. He claims that his bike is both his work and his hobby (even when not 
at work he enjoys fixing up and maintaining his bike, and that his mental health has 
improved significantly as a result. 
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area was to distribute bikes to recipients from schools and education providers, so access to 
these institutions could improve. 

5.22 Figure 12 demonstrates how free bikes enhance access to education in the area. If the resident 
living at the farthest end of H&D wished to access schools on the other side of H&D, a bike would 
be the fastest and most efficient way to do so. GPS data showed a large cluster of free bikes trips 
ending at Mayflower primary school in H&D. All these trips originate across the residential areas 
of H&D, including those who live the farthest (and in the most deprived part) of the area. An 8-
minute bike ride can help the farthest recipient reach Mayflower school, while the same journey 
will take almost double the time by public transport, and four times by walk. 

Figure 12 - Recipients living far from Mayflower primary school used their bikes to reach the school. 

 The origin of trips to Mayflower primary school

 

Source: EPP data 2021-2024; OS Contributors; MapTiler; TravelTime 

LRS case study 

5.23 The Southall Green ward is highly deprived in education, skills and training in Southall, as well as 
when compared to the rest of Ealing.29 This means that there is a lack of attainment and skills in 
the local population. It is among the top 30% most deprived areas in this regard, across England. 

5.24 LRS set up a targeted partnership with Featherstone Nursery and Primary School given the 
school’s focus on active travel. GPS data show a large cluster of trips around Featherstone 
Nursery and Primary School, as shown in the map below. Several South Green residents have 
used their bikes to access this school. Moreover, recipients who were outside the ward and 

 

 
29 MHCLG, 2019. English Index of Multiple Deprivation 



National evaluation of free bikes 

 

Essex County Council 28 

farthest from the school could access it in under 15 minutes, while the bus would have taken 
them at least 25 minutes. This finding has been replicated in further school partnerships for LRS. 

5.25 Owning a free bike also significantly improves access to other types of educational institutes for 
Southall Green residents. Time travel analysis shows that a resident of this ward can reach the 
University of West London in just 30 minutes on a bike, half the time it would take to reach by 
public transport. 

Figure 13 – Recipients living far from Featherstone Nursery and Primary School used their bikes to 

reach the school. 

The origin of trips to Mayflower primary school 

 

Source: OSM Contributors; Map Tiler; LRS data 2022-2024; TravelTime 

5.26 Attaining a good education is key to being in charge of one’s future life outcomes like 
employment, lifestyle, and health. For this, the first step is being able to reach educational 
institutions without difficulties. As the evidence above points out, the Free Bikes schemes have 
helped individuals, such as students and their parents, to reach schools in a more efficient 
manner compared to other modes. The bikes have potential to address transport related barriers 
which may withhold children from attaining education, and thus taking a step towards closing the 
inequality gap present today. 

“My son didn’t know how to ride a bike (either). Now he rides his bike to school everyday.” (LRS Focus 

Group 2 Participant) 
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Several trips ended in city centres and district centres 

BBB case study   

5.27 It would take 50 minutes for an SBHE resident living the farthest from to reach Birmingham city 
centre. The figure below (left side) shows that a 20-minute bike trip can help the resident access 
the city centre, which is much more accessible than walking or taking public transport for the 
same duration of time. The right side of the figure shows the trips originating in SBHE ending in 
the city centre (12% of total SBHE trips) and around district centres. The most popular district 
centres accessed were Coventry Road and Kings Heath. 

5.28 Improved access to city centres and vibrant areas helps connect people in deprived areas to 
facilities and other communities and people. Such improved access through the free bikes is 
beneficial to the local businesses located in these district and city centres. The question of their 
vitality is more relevant than ever, given evolving trends in retail towards online shopping, the 
adversities of the coronavirus pandemic and the cost-of-living crisis. For instance, a study by 
PwC showed that out-of-centre retail parks and standalone sites saw the smallest reduction in 
unit closures (-4%) in 2021, compared to -5% in high streets and -7% in shopping centres 
respectively.30 In fact, retail parks have outperformed shopping centres and high streets since 
2015, with shopping centres going from the second-best performing areas to the worst. 

5.29 An increase in accessibility of high street businesses and local shops has the potential to 
encourage individuals to visit them and spend at these sites. This spending could help to sustain 
these businesses, and the local economy to thrive. It is key to take away the transport barrier 
which prevents people from wanting to go shops in-person, which the bikes can help achieve. 

 

 
30 PwC, 2022. Rate of store closures slowing, but chain operators not replacing vacant units 
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Figure 14 – Recipients can access far more district centres by bike compared to walking or taking 

the public transport.  

Access to city centre and district centres by different modes of transport (left), and SBHE trips ending in 

district and city centre (right) 

 

Source: BBB GPS data 2015-2017; OS Contributors; MapTiler; TravelTime; Birmingham City Council, 2012. Shopping and Local Centres 

Supplementary Planning Guidance 

“So after I got the bike, the main change is the time spent getting to the town centre. It shortened the 

journey. Usually, it took 30 minutes, now it takes 6 minutes, works for me.” (EPP Basildon Focus Group 

Participant) 

5.30 This EPP focus group participant claimed that without the bike he may not have made the 
journey at all. The supports the fact that the ease with which people are able to access district 
and town centres with the bike opens up diverse possibilities for recipients. 

5.31 Survey results show that 29% of the recipients with refurbished bikes believed that the free bikes 
improved their access to shops. Overall, better access to public spaces including shops, local 
businesses, places of worship and community centres can be a meaningful change to those 
living in deprived areas, isolated from the wider community. The free bike schemes can help 
change this, enabling individuals to access these public spaces and connect with others present 
there. Being able to visit such spaces will result in a stronger sense of belonging. This can help 
unite communities and unlock greater potential amongst them to be more welcoming, reduce 
crime, save local businesses, and care for the environment. 
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Secondary impacts 

5.32 Across all schemes, the AMAT identifies over £2.7m of absenteeism benefits over all the 
schemes’ lifetimes. That is to say, as a result of physical activity from the schemes, workers are 
less likely to call in sick, resulting in less lost labour and economic output.31  

How this meets the national priority 

5.33 A priority of the current government is to break down barriers to opportunity by addressing family 
insecurity, improving education and increasing access to cultural and activity centres. The NHS 
also has a key priority to increase access to opportunities in order to improve wider health 
determinants. This section evidences how free bikes has enhanced access to greenspace, 
employment, education and city and district centres. Improving access in itself is not the benefit 
of this; the benefits are seen and experienced the improved wellbeing and physical health 
outcomes that this access allows. These benefits would be most dramatically felt by those that 
need it most, i.e., those facing deprivation and economic instability.  

  

 

 
31 Department for Transport, 2024. Active Mode Appraisal Toolkit 
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6. Connecting and strengthening 

communities 

Primary impacts 

The schemes make recipients feel more connected to others 

and improve community relationships 

6.1 The evidence suggests that positive relational impacts have been experienced within 
communities in all three schemes. This was a particularly key observation during LRS giveaways. 
Recipients knew each other and would often coordinate bike rides outside of led rides. Individuals 
were also aware of each other’s personal journeys and made efforts to involve everyone in 
community activities, which shows the scheme’s strength to bring people together. Elderly people 
feel connected as part of a group and previous cultural barriers to women cycling have been 
broken down. The social movement has been unique at bringing different groups together. The 
time spent in the company of others in the community allows many to feel more connected to 
each other and to improve relationships with one another.  

6.2 In EPP, 4%-8% of respondents across the four schemes felt their community relationships were 
improved after the bike. This is aligned with 8% of BBB Phase 1 respondents who felt they had 
gained a sense of belonging in their community. If extrapolated across all bikes given away, that 
is over 1,100 people with improved community relationships (based on a weighted average 
survey response of 10%). 

“I’ve saved loads of money since having the bike. I go out with friends too, so the social aspect has been 

brilliant. I feel a lot happier and more connected to people in the community. I’m still on medication but it’s 

definitely decreased.” (BBB recipient) 

“I’ve definitely learned that more socialisation is possible because of the bikes. Especially among kids.” 

(BBB Focus Group 1 Participant) 

“The thing I appreciate the most is knowing that I have somewhere to meet people. I now go regularly to the 

Jaywick community garden, which I discovered while on my bike.” (EPP Clacton & Jaywick Focus Group 

Participant) 

"I've felt an improvement in my mood because of now I feel part of a community, more connected, and when 

we go out as a group with them cycling vests, the Hi-Viz, with the club name on it and people ask about the 

Club it makes me feel proud to be part of the community." (LRS recipient) 

“Personally I didn’t come to (LRS) to lead. What we do….it’s part of the community… feeling a part of it, 

being a part of it, supporting people, being a cyclist, and supporting and for health and wellbeing…in a 

community way” (LRS Mechanic, M) 

“(LRS) it’s not just about a bike…it’s the people and the relationships (we have) that make the difference…in 

Southall…even in Greenford or Heston. You have to build trusting relationships with people…It’s all about 

the process and service…of bike making…you can’t say the project closes when the money runs out…you 

have to support it…trust it…for sustainability” (LRS Mechanic, M) 
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6.3 The bikes are serving as a tool for recipients to meet and connect with one another, and also to 
discover new community spaces in which they continue to meet and connect with people. This 
directly mirrors Sport England Uniting the Movement strategy,32 which states that sport can 
integrate different groups and provide purpose. The relational and community effects of free 
bikes are visible in these quotes and experiences.  

6.4 It was evident in a handful of focus groups that participants had met through the scheme – 
whether led rides or associated wellbeing programmes – and greeted each other like old friends. 
This was particularly clear in the first LRS focus group and the EPP groups in Basildon and 
Harwich and Dovercourt where participants greeted one another with hugs and fist bumps. These 
strengthened community relationships are a direct result of the schemes and serve to strengthen 
the community more broadly. Indeed, the relationship between stronger community ties and 
enhanced community cohesion has been well-documented in research.33,34  

6.5 Social capital refers to the networks of relationships among people who live and work in a 
particular society, enabling that society to function effectively. Higher levels of social capital 
contribute to increased trust and cooperation among community members.35 These are 
foundational to community cohesion. Studies have also found that communities with strong social 
ties and mutual trust among neighbours have lower rates of crime.36 The term, ‘collective efficacy’ 
refers to the shared belief in a community’s ability to act together to achieve common goals. This 
is strengthened by social connectedness and contributes to safer, more cohesive communities.  

Recipients have greater access to community spaces and sport 

and leisure facilities  

6.6 Recipients stated that the Free Bikes schemes have opened up access to a range of community 
spaces to which they would not have had access previously. Across EPP schemes, 7%-24% of 
survey respondents claim to have experienced increased access to community spaces, while 
14% of BBB respondents say the same. If applicable to all 12,000 bikes, that equates to over 
1,300 people with greater access to community spaces (based on a weighted average survey 
response of 11%).  

6.7 It is notable that several trips originating from SBHE ended in or near to religious buildings. This 
shows that recipients have used free bikes to reach not only shops and restaurants, but also 
places that are meaningful to them, and where they may find other members of their community 
with whom to connect. In LRS, operators advised that trips to religious settings have seen an 

 

 
32 Sport England, 2021. Uniting the Movement 

33 Daley, 2007. Exploring community connections: community cohesion and refugee integration at a local level. Retrieved 

from: https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/bsm026, accessed 22 July 2024  

34 Velez & Ardila, 2019. Education for Community Cohesion. Quality Education. Retrieved from: 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69902-8_56-1, accessed 22 July 2024 

35 Belong: the cohesion and integration network (no date). Social capital – what we mean by it and why it matters, 

retrieved from: https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Social-capital-what-we-mean-and-why-it-

matters-Sept-22-1.pdf, accessed 31 July 2024  

36 Stuart, 2021. The Effect of Social Connectedness on Crime: Evidence from the Great Migration, Institute for 

International Economic Policy Working Paper Series, Elliott School of International Affairs, The George Washington 

University, retrieved from: https://www2.gwu.edu/~iiep/assets/docs/papers/2021WP/StuartIIEP2021-07.pdf, accessed 31 

July 2024  

https://doi.org/10.1093/cdj/bsm026
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69902-8_56-1
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Social-capital-what-we-mean-and-why-it-matters-Sept-22-1.pdf
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Social-capital-what-we-mean-and-why-it-matters-Sept-22-1.pdf
https://www2.gwu.edu/~iiep/assets/docs/papers/2021WP/StuartIIEP2021-07.pdf
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increase, shaping the nature of how the cycling members organise and take planned trips for 
religious purposes.  

6.8 12-17% of survey respondents claim to have increased access to sport and leisure activities. If 
applicable to all 12,000 bikes, that equates to over 1,800 people with greater access to 
community spaces (based on a weighted average survey response of 16%). In this way, the Free 
Bikes schemes have unlocked access to community spaces and sport and leisure facilities, two 
of the three categories of space noted by the Sport England Uniting the Movement strategy. 

6.9 The more time community members spend time in community spaces, the greater peoples’ social 
capital. Higher levels of social capital contribute to increased trust and cooperation among 
community members.37 

6.10 Free Bikes schemes provide a vehicle for residents to access and spend more time in community 
spaces, creating opportunities for them to connect and engage with one another, and in turn 
strengthening those communities.  

The schemes have increased access to volunteering 

opportunities 

6.11 Free Bikes schemes increase access to volunteering opportunities in a variety of ways. Due to 
the community-centred nature of the scheme, the pathway from learning to ride, to receiving a 
bike, to finally becoming a volunteer for the scheme is made clear in all three of the schemes. 
This is a particular benefit of the LRS scheme, which seeks to eventually be entirely community-
led in the near future. 

6.12 One EPP participant explained that she gained access to employment through the bike, and she 
also volunteers for the scheme as her way of ‘giving back’. 

“The scheme has allowed me to get the job I have now…I volunteer here now as well because it is such a 

good scheme.” (EPP Bike Giveaway Recipient) 

6.13 One focus group participant explained that he took up volunteering for the scheme since retiring 
because he witnessed through the led rides the impact the scheme can have on young people in 
particular. He had since decided to become a group ride leader and had just become a paid cycle 
instructor. He said: 

“It’s been a genuine eye opener for me. You see children’s faces light up, and it’s just joyous. I am more 

engaged in this than anything I have been a part of in my entire life.” (EPP Harwich Focus Group 

Participant) 

6.14 The Free Bikes schemes have also made volunteering with other organisations easier and more 
accessible. A study examining a London bike-sharing scheme finds that such schemes can 
greatly enhance social inclusion and community participation by providing affordable and 

 

 
37 Belong: the cohesion and integration network (no date). Social capital – what we mean by it and why it matters, 

retrieved from: https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Social-capital-what-we-mean-and-why-it-

matters-Sept-22-1.pdf, accessed 31 July 2024  

https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Social-capital-what-we-mean-and-why-it-matters-Sept-22-1.pdf
https://www.belongnetwork.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Social-capital-what-we-mean-and-why-it-matters-Sept-22-1.pdf
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accessible transport options.38 One EPP focus group participant spoke of his volunteering 
responsibilities, and how the free bike has reduced his commute significantly. 

“I volunteer at the market centre, which usually takes me an hour each way. It’s so much quicker now.” 

(EPP Basildon Focus Group Participant) 

6.15 Free Bikes schemes not only encourage participation in volunteering for the schemes 
themselves, but also further afield with other organisations, due to an increased willingness to 
engage in community initiatives, as well as due to improved and accessible transport options to 
those opportunities. This can have numerous benefits as far as connecting and strengthening 
communities is concerned, most notably, that volunteering brings people from diverse 
backgrounds to work towards common goals, encouraging a sense of unity and collaboration. 

Recipients report improved general confidence and 

independence 

6.16 The Free Bikes schemes increase peoples’ sense of confidence and independence, with 
between 7% and 17% of EPP survey respondents saying their overall levels of confidence and 
independence have increased since receiving the free bike. Many who have never ridden a bike 
before claim the schemes allowed them not only to reach the confidence to ride, but that they 
also felt their general confidence levels increased as a result of this.  

“It has boosted my confidence and it makes me feel good – there is a sense of accomplishment when you 

complete a 20-mile ride.” (BBB Focus Group 1 Participant) 

“We’ve made friends and we encourage each other. We have a shared sense of achievement and freedom 

– especially as Indian women in Southall.” (LRS Survey Responses) 

6.17 The above testimonials point to the increased confidence that comes from community schemes 
such as the Free Bikes schemes, and the sense of ‘freedom’ that comes from being able to 
independently access new places.  

6.18 Studies show the impact that such schemes can have on individuals, improving confidence in 
using bicycles as a mode of transport and causing people to feel more independent because they 
can move around without relying on public transport or private cars.39 

6.19 Focus group recipients have attested to accessing new places, such as community gardens and 
parks they had never been to before, as a result of the scheme. 

6.20 By upskilling many residents, providing spaces for people to meet others who can further build 
confidence levels, and making a way for residents to access new places, the Free Bikes 
schemes have improved both confidence and independence levels across scheme areas. This in 
turn can have important knock-on effects through better-connected and strengthened 
communities. 

 

 
38 Goodman & Cheshire, 2014. Inequalities in the London bicycle sharing scheme: Analyzing the influence of 

socioeconomic characteristics on usage 

39 Fuller et al, 2013. Impact evaluation of a public bicycle share program on cycling: A case example of BIXI in Montral, 

Quebec 
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Secondary impacts 

There is strong evidence of increased family participation in 

cycling 

6.21 Across the three schemes, the majority of respondents stated they had increased their cycling, 
meeting one of the key intended outcomes (or scheme objectives) that all schemes had set. 
However, whilst increased individual cycling participation was an intended outcome for all 
schemes, a related, unintended outcome is the observed uptake in family participation, which 
contributes to enhanced community cohesion.  

6.22 Across all schemes, around 30% reported an increase in family participation, reaching as high as 
60% in some cases. It is not surprising that BBB Phase 1 is the lowest, given they did not offer 
children’s bikes at this time, whilst LRS, offering bikes to anyone over 5 and applications for 
family members, is understandably very high on this metric. If the weighted average were 
applicable to the 12,000 bikes given away, this would equate to 4,000 recipients experiencing 
greater family participation. 

Figure 15 – All schemes report increased family participation since receiving a free bike 

Family participation recorded in individual scheme surveys 

: 

Source: Survey analysis, 2024 

6.23 Research shows that families who cycle together can benefit from improved physical health, a 
stronger family bond, and improved mental health.40 Further research shows that strong family 
bonds are linked to higher levels of civic participation, which strengthens the social fabric of 

 

 
40 Raring2go, 2023. Pedal Your Way to Stronger Bonds: The Benefits of Family Bike Rides 
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communities.41 This points to the positive impacts experienced on the relational, mental and 
physical wellbeing of families. 

6.24 Participants at the EPP and LRS focus groups agreed that the scheme allowed them to improve 
family participation:  

“I have a daughter who had never ridden before. Now, we cycle together. Our relationship has definitely 

improved as a result.” (EPP Colchester Focus Group Participant) 

“I never knew how to ride, but after ten sessions, I’m now able to ride in the park. I used to take my kids to 

ride their bikes, but I would just run behind them. It’s so nice we can do it together.” (EPP Basildon Focus 

Group Participant) 

“I go out with my family at the weekend – we never did that before.” (LRS Focus Group 2 Participant) 

6.25 A BBB focus group participant spoke of the relational benefits of the scheme, claiming that 
increased opportunities for cycling with family members has strengthened relational bonds, and 
increased her children’s desire to socialise, triggering a positive cycle of wellbeing: 

“My sons ride their bikes when it’s sunny. When they’re together, they’re so happy. The happier they are 

together, the more they want to socialise.” (BBB Group 1 Participant) 

6.26 Another BBB focus group participant explained that before the scheme, her son would spend 
most of his time on his PlayStation, but that she has now been able to engage him in outdoor 
activities through cycling. She admitted that getting him outdoors is still a ‘difficult first step’, but 
that he is ‘quite happy once he gets on his bike,’ and that it is ‘smooth sailing from there.’ It is 
clear from this that the scheme is helping to break down barriers to entry to physical activity, 
which could have catalytic impacts on recipients’ physical and mental health.  

 

6.27 Evidently, the schemes have had an overwhelming impact on family participation in cycling in that 
not only are recipients able to spend more time with family members, but the effect of improved 
physical health triggers improved relations within families. Literature supports the correlations 

 

 
41 Perkins, 2002. Neighborhood sense of community and social capital: A multi-level analysis 

1.3 Case study – Daria, BBB 

1.4 Daria is a 36 year old, single parent with four children and is currently unemployed. 
Daria and her children recently received a free bike each. She loves the bike and the 
freedom it gave her and her children. “I’ve always enjoyed cycling and have always 
tried to give my children the opportunity to cycle. My children are very happy to have 
received a bike as the ones they have are either broken or too small for them. This 
has helped me so much as I wouldn’t have been able to afford to get all my children 
and myself a bike. It has been so lovely to be able to cycle again after so many years. 
I know I wouldn’t have been able to afford to do this for myself, so I feel very grateful 
to have been given such a wonderful gift.”.  
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between improved family bonds and social cohesion,42 pointing to the power of the Free Bikes 
schemes to indirectly strengthen communities.  

How this meets the national priority 

6.28 The Sport England Uniting the Movement strategy explains that, while sport and physical activity 
may not be obvious factors to placemaking and creating an environment in which people feel 
they belong, its capacity to unlock things like local economic growth, job provision, community 
cohesion and reducing antisocial behaviour make them a significant force for good. The family 
participation encouraged through Free Bikes schemes also meets the Sport England priority to 
improve the experience of children and young people. Putting communities at the heart of wider 
health determinants is a key goal of the Local Government Association. 

6.29 The Free Bikes schemes provide a way – through increased family participation in cycling, 
greater connection to others and improved community relationships, and improved cycling 
confidence – to create more cohesive and strengthened community relationships. The scheme 
helps to build environments in which community members feel able and confident enough to 
engage in community activities and to connect with others, strengthening their own communities 
as they do.  

  

 

 
42 Perkins, 2002. Neighborhood sense of community and social capital: A multi-level analysis 
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7. Creating sustainable, active 

places and net zero 
The Free Bikes schemes facilitate a switch from car to bike  

7.1 Survey evidence suggests that many free bike recipients have replaced car with bike trips. 
Figure 16 shows that on average, 44% and 43% of BBB Phase 1 and BBB Refurbished 
respondents respectively replaced car trips with a bike trip, slightly higher than the respondents 
across the EPP schemes. All surveys except Colchester evidence a higher modal switch than the 
24% assumed national rate in the Active Mode Appraisal Tool (AMAT).43  

7.2 In LRS, 60% of respondents said they had replaced some car journeys with bikes. This is not 
equivalent to the proportion of trips replaced, hence cannot be added to the figure below, but is 
still relevant evidence supporting this point. 

Figure 16 – Modal shift from car to bike is reported across both BBB and EPP  

Modal shift – car trips replaced by bike 

 

 

Source: Recipient surveys, 2024. DfT AMAT default assumption used for national average. 

“The bike is now my main mode of transport.” (EPP Clacton & Jaywick Focus Group Participant) 

“95% of my travel is now by bike. It’s made short trips so much easier.” (EPP Basildon Focus Group 

Participant) 

 

 
43 Department for Transport, 2024. AMAT 
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Primary impacts 

Recipients report monetary savings as a result of more 

sustainable travel 

7.3 As a result of widescale mode shift, the monetary savings to individuals are considerable.  

7.4 One focus groups participant in LRS calculated the savings her and her husband had made in 
one year as a result of shifting from bus to bike, and found they had saved £960. Indeed, 
between 31% and 52% of respondents across BBB and EPP reported savings relating to lower 
car costs, between 9% and 54% reported lower bus costs and between 2% and 4% reported 
lower train costs. In LRS, 46% of respondents said they saved costs relating to other forms of 
travel. Across all schemes, £3m is expected to have been saved on transport costs to date.  

“I enjoy riding bikes and it’s a better transport option as it’s healthier and environmentally friendly. It allows 

me to save money and get my daily exercise.” (BBB Recycled bike recipient) 

“Having a bike helps so much, getting the bus is getting too expensive now with the prices going up. It would 

cost me five pound to get on a bus from here to town but on the bike it’s free and it’s brilliant.” (EPP 

recipient) 

Secondary impacts 

This mode shift results in a number of sustainability benefits 

7.5 The AMAT44 enables users to input trips per day, trip length and modal switch assumptions (from 
car). It applies an assumption around car occupancy to estimate how many car kilometres are 
saved as a result of the modal switch from car to bike. 

7.6 The AMAT estimates that the Free Bikes schemes have resulted in over 7m car kilometres saved 
to date.45 Over 66% of these are contributed by BBB, given the high number of bikes in this area. 
Given the linear nature of the AMAT tool, BBB equates to 70% of all subsequent impacts 
presented below. 

7.7 The AMAT then values these car kilometres saved in a variety of ways, across decongestion, 
infrastructure, emissions reduction, reduced accidents and noise – all of which contribute to an 
improved wider built environment – the third category of spaces noted by the Sport England 
Uniting the Movement strategy. The annual benefits are included below (in 2024 prices but 
undiscounted), and the net present value of the benefits over the appraisal period are contained 
in the section Do these schemes deliver value for money?  

Decongestion  

7.8 Reduced cars on the road improves the quality of the local environment by reducing congestion 
for other road users. Studies conducted by the WHO show that mode shift leads to safer and 

 

 
44 Department for Transport, 2024. AMAT 

45 Since observed mode shift is not available for LRS, the default assumption of 24% from AMAT is applied for LRS 
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more efficient urban environments. The decrease in traffic not only alleviates congestion but also 
supports the development of active travel infrastructure, further encouraging walking and 
cycling.46 The decongestion benefit is valued at £2.4m to date. 

Infrastructure  

7.9 Reduced vehicle kilometres on reduces the damage done to road surfaces. The infrastructure 
benefit is valued at £7,000 to date.  

7.10 It is important to also understand the role of high-quality cycling infrastructure which can 
encourage modal shift. This is discussed in detail in Conditions for success. 

Emissions reduction 

7.11 The modal shift reduces greenhouse gas emissions such as Carbon Dioxide (CO2), and other 
pollutants hazardous to health such as Nitrous Oxide (NOx), and Particulate Matter 10 (PM10) 
and 2.5 (PM2.5), thereby making the local environment more pleasant to inhabit.  

7.12 The emissions benefit is valued £229,000 to date of greenhouse gas reductions and at £22,000 
to date of local air quality improvements as a result of reduced pollutants. 

Reduced accidents 

7.13 Modal shift is important in the resultant reduction of road deaths and crashes, by reducing the 
accident risk faced by road users. The AMAT explains that this reflects the effect of reducing 
vehicle kilometres on road safety, rather than the direct benefit of increased cycle safety. The 
accident benefit is valued at £236,000 to date. 

Noise 

7.14 The reduced cars on the road also reduces noise on the road, making the area more pleasant to 
be in and travel in. The noise benefit is valued at £16,000 to date. 

Indirect taxation 

7.15 The modal shift means that less car users are spending money on fuel and other vehicle-related 
taxes. This is counted as a negative benefit by the AMAT tool – equating to approximately 
(negative) £165,000 to date. 

Cycling accidents 

7.16 AMAT does not take account of this explicitly, but the modal shift means that more people are at 
risk of having a cycling accident. The disbenefit of these cycling accidents equates to 
approximately (negative) £200,000 to date, with the methodology explained in further detail in the 
Technical Appendix. 

 

 
46 WHO, 2022. Cycling and walking can help reduce physical inactivity and air pollution, save lives and mitigate climate 

change, retrieved from: https://www.who.int/azerbaijan/news/item/07-06-2022-cycling-and-walking-can-help-reduce-

physical-inactivity-and-air-pollution--save-lives-and-mitigate-climate-change, accessed 31 July 2024  

https://www.who.int/azerbaijan/news/item/07-06-2022-cycling-and-walking-can-help-reduce-physical-inactivity-and-air-pollution--save-lives-and-mitigate-climate-change
https://www.who.int/azerbaijan/news/item/07-06-2022-cycling-and-walking-can-help-reduce-physical-inactivity-and-air-pollution--save-lives-and-mitigate-climate-change


National evaluation of free bikes 

 

Essex County Council 42 

Circular economy principles through refurbished bikes 

7.17 Circular economy principles are being applied across all schemes. Second-hand bikes are 
cheaper to buy and are more sustainable, saving around 160kgs of CO2 compared to the sale of 
a brand new bike.  

7.18 LRS offers refurbished bikes to recipients and has given away 211 refurbished bikes to date, 
saving a total of 33,700 kgs of CO2 compared to an equivalent brand new bike. BBB has 
launched a refurbished bikes scheme and has given away 60 refurbished bikes to date. 
Meanwhile in EPP, one of the first bike recipients in Clacton started his own organisation which 
gives out refurbished bikes. 

  

7.19 Recipients have expressed satisfaction with the way the refurbished bikes ride and function. In 
the BBB Refurbished bikes survey, 43% of respondents stated that the refurbished bike was the 
same as a new one, and 14% responded that it was better. 

How this meets the national priority 

7.20 The gradual shift away from carbon-related transport encouraged by the Free Bikes schemes 
works in favour of the national priority around sustainability and achieving net zero targets. For 
example, Sport England’s Uniting the Movement strategy addresses the need to tackle climate 
change by influencing how people live and travel.47 The more residents adopting active travel – 
bike or otherwise – the more likely these journeys will replace those on less sustainable modes of 
transport, accelerating the move towards net zero and tackling climate change. This directly 
mirrors the Sport England Uniting the Movement Strategy, which states that sport can help 
respond to the threat of climate change. It also meets the aims of the second Cycling and 
Walking Investment Strategy – the previous government’s ambition to make cycling and walking 
a natural choice for shorter journeys.48 This is expected to be prominent in the third Cycling and 
Walking Investment Strategy, meeting the aims of the Department for Transport. 

7.21 Many of the Labour-controlled mayoral authorities have a Walking and Cycling Commissioner in 
post. There is a lot of emphasis in the government’s 2024 manifesto on the promotion of walking 

 

 
47 Sport England, 2021. Uniting the Movement 

48 Department for Transport and Active Travel England, 2022. The second cycling and walking investment strategy 

1.5 Case study – Jack, EPP 

1.6 Jack already owned a bike and always had a passion for bike mechanics. He gave 
away his old bike once he got the EPP bike and found the experience rewarding, 
which is why he set up his own organisation and now “bikes own most of my living 
space”. He gives away refurbished bikes to those who do not qualify for EPP and 
signpost to EPP those to whom he cannot give a bike. Every bike component stays in 
the neighbourhood: if components are too damaged to be used, he gives them to 
other local organisations, such as old tires used by little girls to build the rooves of bird 
houses. He organises regular bike rides and has a Facebook group and is also an 
Ambassador for Active Essex. 
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and cycling.49 This points to a wholesale shift in favour of active travel infrastructure across the 
country. Active and sustainable places can only be created if the local environment and 
infrastructure are geared to facilitate it. Moreover, people can only participate in active travel and 
sustainable behaviours if they feel safe and equipped enough to do so, whether through the 
assurance of reduced road accidents, or due to the decreased presence of cars, or through the 
introduction of secure cycle infrastructure. These all contribute to an increased sense of safety 
and enjoyment being out and about, and engaging in active and sustainable travel behaviours. 

7.22 The transport sector is the fastest-growing combustion sector from 2010 to 2019.50 In light of this, 
the decreased dependence on carbon-related transport, and the improved sustainable travel that 
this would facilitate, will be crucial in achieving net zero and sustainability on a large scale. This is 
again aligned with stated priorities of the Department for Transport. 

7.23 Furthermore, walking and cycling are space-efficient modes – an aspect that is ever more 
important as urban populations continue to grow and transport competes for increasingly scarce 
space. The Bicycle Plan for Amsterdam estimates bicycle traffic to be about 30 times more 
space-efficient than driving.51 As the Free Bikes schemes – and accompanying investment in 
sustainable infrastructure – grow, local authorities will be better placed to support the shift away 
from carbon-related transport, and work to create more sustainable and active places. 

  

 

 
49 Phil Jones Associates, 2024. What does a labour government mean for your projects? Retrieved from: 

https://pja.co.uk/2024/07/05/what-does-a-labour-government-mean-for-your-projects/, accessed 26 July 2024 

50 SLOCAT, 2021. Tracking Trends in a Time of Change: The Need for Radical Action Towards Sustainable Transport 

Decarbonisation, Transport and Climate Change Global Status Report, retrieved from: 

https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/202202251552---

SLOCAT%20Transport%20and%20Climate%20Change%20Global%20Status%20Report_Global%20Overview.pdf#:~:te

xt=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Funfccc.int%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fresource%2F202202251552, accessed 

26 July 2024 

51 City of Amsterdam, 2017. The Long-Term Bicycle Plan 

https://pja.co.uk/2024/07/05/what-does-a-labour-government-mean-for-your-projects/
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/202202251552---SLOCAT%20Transport%20and%20Climate%20Change%20Global%20Status%20Report_Global%20Overview.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Funfccc.int%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fresource%2F202202251552
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/202202251552---SLOCAT%20Transport%20and%20Climate%20Change%20Global%20Status%20Report_Global%20Overview.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Funfccc.int%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fresource%2F202202251552
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/202202251552---SLOCAT%20Transport%20and%20Climate%20Change%20Global%20Status%20Report_Global%20Overview.pdf#:~:text=URL%3A%20https%3A%2F%2Funfccc.int%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fresource%2F202202251552
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8. How do you maximise success of 

the schemes? 

Do these schemes deliver value for money? 

For every £1 invested in Free Bikes schemes, £11.80 has been 

returned in social and economic value to date. 

8.1 Broadly, Social Return on Investment (SROI) is estimated by dividing monetisable socio-
economic benefits by costs. This analysis includes existing evidence from the schemes, as well 
as new evidence collected throughout this evaluation. Importantly, not all impacts can be 
monetised, so this exercise is likely an underestimation of the total benefits of the schemes. 

8.2 The Technical Appendix contains detailed methodology over the monetisation approach 
undertaken in this evaluation. The Department for Transport (DfT)52 guidance states that 
appraisal periods should be based on the lifetime of the asset provided. Publicly available 
sources show that bicycles if ridden regularly and properly maintained can last at least five years. 
Based on this, for every year that a bike is given away, the benefits of this bike are counted for 
five years. On top of this, health benefits are modelled with a 5-year lag for Present Value 
purposes, given the delay between physical activity and health benefits being achieved. 

8.3 This evaluation considers two periods: 

● Evaluation period to date (2015-2024): BBB first started in 2015 and over time bikes have 
been being given away across all four schemes, accumulating benefits up to the most recent 
full year (2024). 

● Full lifetime period (2015-2034): Given that bikes are still being given away, benefits of the 
bikes will be being felt for 10 years (five years of bike use and five years of delayed health 
benefits). In this scenario, it is assumed that no more BBB or LRS bikes are given away after 
2024. However, it is known that further EPP bikes are due to be given away in 2025. The 
benefits of these final EPP bikes therefore takes the full appraisal period to 2034. 

8.4 Cost are all informed by the operators, who provided detail to inform annualised costs across the 
appraisal periods. The Technical Appendix provides a detailed cost breakdown and detail over 
funding sources. 

8.5 Broadly, costs include: 

● Bike costs: the cost of purchasing a bike.  
● Wraparound equipment: including helmets and bike locks. 
● Infrastructure costs: that is, the cycle link in EPP Clacton & Jaywick, which is the main 

driver of the high cost per bike value for this scheme. 
● GPS trackers: these can cost over £200 per unit. EPP CJ and EPP Col had trackers on 

nearly 100% of their bikes, driving a higher cost per bike for these schemes. Due to the high 

 

 
52 Department for Transport, 2023. TAG Unit A1.1 Cost-Benefit Analysis 
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cost, schemes opted not to purchase them for all bikes. However, they are important to use 
on some bikes to understand how recipients are using the bike, to inform recommendations 
for improved scheme delivery. 

● Training: bike training is important for recipients to gain confidence and use their bike well. 
● Staffing costs: the schemes directly employ a number of people to deliver the programmes. 
● Other operational costs: such as van hire and cycle hubs hire. 

8.6 On a per bike basis, the schemes cost an average of £645-£785 to run, where the latter 
represents a weighted average which includes infrastructure, and the former excludes this 
infrastructure cost.53  

8.7 Initial bike costs range from £250-£295 per adult bike and £190 per kids bike. The largest 
ongoing operational costs (aside from bike purchase) are staff costs, which range from £70-£750 
per bike. 

Figure 17 - The schemes cost an average of £645-£785 per bike 

Average costs per bike and number of bikes given away at each scheme 

  

 

 
53 The Technical Appendix presents more detail over how these weighted average costs might change when excluding 

BBB, which has lower per-bike costs than the other schemes. 
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8.8 For the benefits, this evaluation includes the following key monetisable benefits: 

● Mode shift benefits: the AMAT values the decongestion, infrastructure, accident, local air 
quality, noise, greenhouse gases and indirect taxation benefits as a result of mode switch 
from car. These are explained in the previous section. 

● Absenteeism: the AMAT values the extent to which physical activity improves productivity 
and absenteeism. 

● Health benefits: the tangible savings to the NHS as a result of disease cases prevented 
(morbidity), and the quality of life adjusted year (QALY) benefit as a result of deaths 
prevented (mortality). These benefits are lagged by five years after the physical activity. 

● Wellbeing benefits: the change in life satisfaction ratings of respondents before and after 
they receive their bike is presented in Figure 3. This change can be monetised according to 
wellbeing guidance.54 Crucially, this monetisation generates extremely high results, due to 
the huge increase in life satisfaction reported by the recipients, relative to the 
counterfactuals.55 This evaluation applies a number of methods to make this metric more 
conservative: 
● Applying diminishing marginal utility (which is smaller than the WELLBY) due to the high 

change in life satisfaction (over 0.5), as per the guidance.  
● An additionality assumption of 52%. This is almost double-counting additionality, given 

that the difference-in-difference change in life satisfaction is being utilised in the 
calculation. 

● The guidance is not clear whether these benefits persist over time or not. This evaluation 
therefore assumes a halving of this benefit for each of the five years that the bike is 
assumed to be used. 

● Applying a 15% discount to account for the fact that some life satisfaction ratings are 
likely capturing both physical health and labour supply benefits, so there is a potential to 
double count these benefits if this discount is not applied. Importantly, 15% of the total 
wellbeing value is still larger than the total mortality and labour supply monetised benefit 
combined at the schemes. The individual mortality benefit associated with depression is 
also excluded from the physical health methodology, as it’s considered to wholly double 
count with this wellbeing benefit.  

● Labour supply welfare benefits: The Free Bikes schemes have helped people into 
employment, which has a wellbeing benefit to these people but also a benefit to welfare 
programmes. An additionality assumption of 55% is applied to account for the fact that some 
of these jobs may have been achieved in the absence of the scheme and the estimate also 
includes an assumption that 10% of these might have been claiming benefits before the 
employment. 

● Travel savings: the Free Bikes schemes facilitate modal shift away from both car and buses. 
This can result in economic savings as a result of not using petrol or paying bus fares. 

● Cycling accidents: Whilst the mode shift to bike can have positive benefits (captured in 
AMAT) in terms of less car accidents, the increase in cycling could result in negative benefits 
associated with cycle accidents. These are included as a disbenefit in the SROI. 

8.9 In order to turn these figures into a SROI, all costs and benefits are inflated to 2024 prices and 
are discounted into a consistent year – 2015 is chosen in this instance given it represents the 
first-year of BBB operation – to account for time preference.  

 

 
54 HM Treasury, 2021. Wellbeing Guidance for Appraisal: Supplementary Green Book Guidance 

55 Given a lack of a counterfactual available for LRS, a proxy counterfactual is applied. This is explained in the Technical 

Appendix. 
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8.10 Benefits are distributionally uplifted to reflect inequality of incomes, as per MHCLG and Green 
Book guidance. The basis for applying distributional weights to benefits is the economic principle 
of diminishing marginal utility of income. It states that the value of an additional pound of income 
is higher for a low income recipient than a high income recipient. Where median household 
incomes are lower than the national average in the scheme delivery areas, distributional weights 
are applied to impacts. To be conservative, distributional uplifts are only applied to primary 
benefits, as this is where there is greater certainty over the type of individual impacted. 

8.11 Overall, the total (discounted) costs and benefits of the schemes are summarised in the table 
below. Across all schemes, nearly 90% of the benefits are driven by the wellbeing improvements 
in the evaluation period to date, and nearly 80% in the full lifetime period (due to greater lagged 
physical health benefits being captured in later years. Differences between the schemes in the 
overall benefit per bike statistic (in the table below) are therefore driven by differences in the 
wellbeing survey question uplifts. For example, EPP schemes tended to have lower increases in 
life satisfaction, so have lower benefits per bike. LRS had a very high increase in life satisfaction, 
so has a higher benefit per bike.  

8.12 Costs are notably higher at the EPP Clacton & Jaywick scheme given the inclusion of the cycle 
link infrastructure cost (£1.7m) in this evaluation. This, along with lower wellbeing uplifts, drives a 
lower SROI. Average costs per bike are also fairly high at EPP Basildon and EPP Colchester 
which, combined with lower wellbeing uplifts, drives a lower SROI at these schemes. 

8.13 The final SROI is calculated at £11.80, which is forecast to increase to £16.00 over the lifetime of 
the schemes (that are not yet all complete). The SROI increases in the full appraisal period 
because it includes bikes given away in 2025, which drive wellbeing benefits, whereas the 
majority of costs stop after 2024 (except for EPP Colchester). This is because the funding for 
most schemes (except EPP Colchester) was allocated to 2024/25 (which, for the purposes of this 
report, have been assigned to 2024 bikes delivered), so costs of delivery are accrued before 
2025 bikes are delivered. There are also some additional (lagged) physical health benefits 
captured in the future that increase the overall scale of benefits.  

8.14 Whilst EPP Clacton & Jaywick has a lower SROI (given the higher costs and lower wellbeing 
uplift), the cycle link delivered would have delivered benefits to Clacton & Jaywick residents 
beyond the Free Bikes schemes, which are not captured in this evaluation, so this SROI is likely 
an underestimation of the benefits of this scheme. 

8.15 The Technical Appendix contains the detail over splitting the benefits by each type of impact. 

Table 1 – The schemes have delivered £11.80 of social and economic value for every £1 invested to 

date (£ 2024 prices) 

Costs and benefits at the schemes 

  

BBB EPP CJ EPP 

Bas 

EPP 

Col 

EPP 

HD 

LRS All 

schemes 

Evaluation period to date 

Bikes given out 8,100 1,347 439 448 630 1,138 12,102 

Costs (£) 3.59m 3.73m .74m .95m .70m 1.29m 11.01m 

Cost per bike (£) 443 2,768 1,681 2,130 1,110 1,137 909 
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BBB EPP CJ EPP 

Bas 

EPP 

Col 

EPP 

HD 

LRS All 

schemes 

Primary benefits (£) 93.18m 6.48m 2.43m 4.09m 3.32m 12.90m 122.40m 

Secondary benefits 

(£) 
6.68m .30m .03m .04m .03m .29m 7.37m 

Total benefits (£) 99.86m 6.78m 2.46m 4.13m 3.35m 13.17m 129.74m 

Benefits per bike 

(£) 
12,328 5,031 5,600 9,211 5,321 11,577 10,721 

SROI (£) 27.80 1.80 3.30 4.30 4.80 10.20 11.80 

Full lifetime period 

Bikes given out 8,100 1,526 645 825 949 1,138 13,183 

Costs (£) 3.59m 3.73m .74m 1.14m .70m 1.29m 11.19m 

Cost per bike (£) 443 2,443 1,144 1,376 737 1,137 849 

Primary benefits (£) 103.72m 14.90m 6.14m 11.42m 7.44m 22.09m 165.73m 

Secondary benefits 

(£) 
9.12m 1.60m .33m .34m .26m 1.55m 13.20m 

Total benefits (£) 112.84m 16.49m 6.47m 11.76m 7.70m 23.59m 178.84m 

Benefits per bike 

(£) 
13,931 10,804 10,024 14,249 8,110 20,730 13,566 

SROI (£) 31.40 4.40 8.80 10.40 11.00 18.20 16.00 

Note: costs are inflated to 2024 prices  

8.16 These findings are subject to a number of assumptions. The Technical Appendix contains a 
more detailed explanation of the sensitivity tests performed in this evaluation. Overall, the four 
sensitivities tested are: 

● Drop off rate: to understand the impact of decreasing participation over time. 
● No distributional uplift: Green Book guidance states that distributional results should be 

presented transparently. “For example, if distributional weightings are used to adjust 
estimated costs or benefits depending on which groups in society they fall on, the analysis 
with weightings should be presented alongside the analysis without weightings.” Therefore, a 
sensitivity without the uplift is presented to understand to what extent the factoring by 
deprivation impacts findings. 

● No life satisfaction: because it is such a large driver of the findings, it is important to test the 
SROI without this impact. 

● Life satisfaction only lasting one year: given it is not wholly clear in the guidance whether 
these benefits are able to persist, a sensitivity is included whereby they are only counted in 
the first year. 

8.17 Overall, the schemes generally demonstrate Very High SROI figures in the majority of the 
sensitivity tests. According to the Department for Transport Value for Money Framework, returns 
over £1.5 are considered ‘Medium’ value for money, returns over £2 are considered ‘High’ value 
for money and returns over £4 are considered ‘Very High’ value for money. This can be used as 
a benchmark here, to consider the strength of the return on investment at these schemes. The 
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schemes have at least ‘Medium’ SROI for all tests (with the majority being Very High), except for 
the test which removes life satisfaction (wellbeing) benefits entirely. Indeed, even assuming life 
satisfaction is counted for only one year, the schemes still return a ‘High’ SROI, except for EPP 
CJ where there was a substantial infrastructure investment. 

Figure 18 – Sensitivity testing the SROI finds that the schemes represent medium value for money in 

all tests, except for the scenario when life satisfaction is excluded 

Sensitivity test outputs 

 

 
 

Conditions for success 

The success of these schemes is about more than just the free bike 

8.18 Conditions for success of the Free Bikes schemes are identified through a variety of engagement 
methods, with both scheme operators and recipients, as well as being supported by a thorough 
literature review. From this, there is a wealth of evidence collected which is contained and 
presented in the Technical Appendix.  

8.19 This subsection summarises this evidence for conditions for success. Both operators and 
recipients gave views on areas for improvement as well, which are summarised in the conclusion. 
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8.20 The conditions are structured according to the national priorities they are most relevant to, but 
clearly the conditions discussed likely serve multiple priorities. For each condition, a discussion 
over how the condition helps to meet the scheme objectives is also provided – that is, to enhance 
cycling participation, sustainable travel, employability, health and wellbeing and resilience, 
connectedness and social capital in local communities.  

8.21 Crucially, it is not the case that schemes need to meet all the conditions; schemes have already 
been successfully delivered without meeting all these conditions. However, by meeting a 
condition, a scheme will improve its chances of successful delivery. 

Promoting good health and wellbeing and reducing physical 

inactivity 

Free bikes for children  

8.22 The provision of free bikes to children enhances family participation and embeds positive 
behaviour in these recipients, who would be more likely to exercise as an adult as a result of 
increased physical activity when they were younger.  

“My daughter had never ridden a bike before. Now we cycle together.” (EPP Colchester Focus Group 

Participant) 

8.23 Whilst the direct health benefits of children are not quantitatively considered in this evaluation 
(given the literature establishes no clear link), it is clear that there would still be benefits, meeting 
scheme objectives to improve the physical health and fitness of people generally.  

8.24 It also embeds positive active travel behaviours from a young age, meeting another main 
objective to increase sustainable travel through cycling. 

“The kids enjoy planning when they’ll take their bikes out and which parks to take them to.” (BBB Focus 

Group Participant) 

Maximise awareness of the scheme  

8.25 Appropriate communication channels should be harnessed to raise awareness of the schemes to 
encourage application and participation, thereby meeting scheme objectives to increase 
participation and physical health and wellbeing. 

8.26 BBB operators identified marketing and promotional materials as a key condition for their 
success. All schemes also use delivery partners and associated programmes; BBB has 
Birmingham Women’s Cycling Clubs, CUK, British Cycling, and schools and community spaces 
to help promote the scheme and identify potential recipients. EPP has partnered with Wheels for 
All, Sport for Confidence, the Active Travel Fund and Inclusion Ventures. LRS partners with West 
London Waste Authority, the Metropolitan Police, Ealing Council Street Services, and the 
Gurdwara Sri Guru Singh Sabha. LRS also organises outreach events at Southall schools, local 
events, and uses its website as well as Ealing Council communication channels to spread 
awareness about the scheme. 

8.27 All schemes also rely on word of mouth. Interestingly, one LRS focus group member said that 
they participated in the scheme after having seen someone else in their community riding an LRS 
bicycle, implying that existing scheme participants could have a knock-on benefit of raising 
awareness and increasing further applications and participation: 
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“It gives you confidence [seeing others riding]. If someone else can do it, I can do it as well.” (LRS Focus 

Group 1 Participant) 

Social prescription of Free Bikes schemes 

8.28 In an effort to place more of an emphasis on preventative care within the NHS, there has been an 
increase in the use of social prescription. Social prescription is the process where a GP can refer 
patients to the schemes. This shift in focus towards preventative care through schemes such as 
free bikes is already visible across scheme locations; the BBB Bikes on Prescription scheme 
uses GP surgery partners to help identify potential applicants and direct them to the scheme. 
Whilst there was no formal agreement for LRS, scheme operators identified that GPs in Southall 
have referred some patients to the scheme.  

8.29 There are many ways in which involving health institutions and introducing social prescription can 
increase cycling participation and, subsequently, health and wellbeing. They include: 

● An increased awareness of the scheme (related to the previous condition); 
● Extended eligibility criteria of the scheme (people who do not fall within the defined 

geographical areas but are in need); and  
● Advice given by a trusted GP could positively influence active travel behaviour. Indeed, one 

LRS focus group participant explained that she had increased how much she walks because 
her GP has advised her to do so. It follows that were the same advice given to patients 
around cycling, this would contribute positively to the national priority (and scheme 
objectives) to increase health and wellbeing and reduce physical inactivity. 

8.30 Recipients across all focus groups responded positively to the idea of social prescribing. BBB 
operators noted that scheme delivery could be improved by working more closely with the NHS, 
GPs and Medical Centres to have cycling and active travel embedded as part of patient 
pathways/advice. One focus group participant commented on the need for more preventative 
medicine (such as through social prescribing): 

“The NHS is too medicine-focused. Everyone in Birmingham is diabetic, with cultural factors, such as food, 

contributing to this. We know that cycling can help to prevent such morbidities.” (BBB Focus Group 1 

Participant) 

Collaboration with associated health and wellbeing offers 

8.31 BBB operators advised that they direct applicants and recipients to other health and wellbeing 
opportunities locally. LRS is part of the wider ‘Let’s Go Southall’ (LGS) programme, which 
provides a weekly timetable for a variety of physical activity classes which take place online and 
in person on a daily basis. Classes include outdoor gym sessions, walking groups, runs, gentle 
exercises, pilates, yoga and more. Other LRS wellbeing opportunities include knitting clubs and 
art classes. The main benefits of this association are three-fold: 

● Related to the condition of raising awareness, the associated programmes can make 
potential applicants aware of the scheme. One EPP Harwich focus group participant who had 
recently had a heart attack, subsequently losing confidence in cycling, initially joined the 
walking group, which is part of the associated wellbeing programmes. Through that, she met 
others who were recipients of free bikes and was eventually encouraged to give it a go. She 
is now a regular attendee of the group led rides and expressed gratitude for being persuaded 
to participate.  

● Different people respond better to different health and wellbeing offers, so by ensuring that 
applicants and recipients have awareness of other activities aside from cycling, schemes can 
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help people maximise their health and wellbeing in a way that suits them, even if it is outside 
the Free Bikes schemes. 

● These associated programmes are particularly effective at improving the community and 
wellbeing benefits of the schemes (and the associated offers). Women in one LRS focus 
group explained how the Free Bikes schemes created spaces for meeting new people, while 
the associated wellbeing programmes allowed them to connect further with one another 
having made that initial connection. 

8.32 It is also not necessarily the case that, by directing people to other schemes, people would 
substitute those schemes for cycling participation. Transport for Quality of Life reported that: 
“'while there may be some cases where cycling does lead to a reduction in walking trips, it is 
more likely that there are synergies between activities that encourage walking and cycling and it 
is not a ‘zero sum game’.”56 

Reducing inequalities through improved access to opportunities    

A free bike and wraparound support 

8.33 The importance of the bike being completely free cannot be understated. This was identified by 
both scheme operators and recipients, with the overwhelming majority of participants claiming 
they would not be able to ride a bike were it not for the fact that the scheme is free.  

8.34 Two of the primary barriers to cycling are: a) the cost of the bike (and accessories), and b) the 
lack of cycle training. In addition to the free bike, the schemes provide cycling lessons, bike 
maintenance support, and cycling groups to recipients. High quality provision of wraparound 
support is absolutely crucial to the recipients’ participation – a finding corroborated by the 
evaluation of free bikes pilots for children in Scotland.57 

8.35 With respect to supporting equipment, in LRS, when applicants were asked, ‘What stops you 
from cycling?, 24% said they didn’t have the right clothing/equipment. Operators noted that the 
provision of good quality bike locks so that the bikes don’t get stolen is important. Recipients in 
the Harwich, Colchester and BBB focus groups all said they would not be able to afford as high a 
quality lock on their own, so would likely buy a poor quality one which could result in more thefts 
and cause greater economic waste than the initial investment in the accompanying accessories.  

8.36 There is extensive feedback from focus groups that having encouraging and supportive 
instructors and volunteers played a crucial role in their own perseverance in learning how to ride, 
and continuing to use their free bike. It was also clear that the one-on-one support helps to raise 
levels of self-esteem and confidence, improving recipients’ mental wellbeing: 

“Sometimes you feel embarrassed when you see children whizzing past you on bikes. But the one-on-one 

sessions made me feel the difference straight away.” (BBB Focus Group 2 Participant) 

 

 
56 Transport for Quality of Life, 2019. CWIS Active Travel Investment Models: Model structure and evidence base. 

Technical appendix 4: Overview of evidence on increasing active travel. Retrieved from: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5dcc1d73ed915d4e80a49a9c/appendix_4_Overview_of_evidence_on_incr

easing_active_travel.pdf. Accessed October 2023 

57 Transport Scotland, 2022. Evaluation of Free Bikes Pilots for School Age Children Who Cannot Afford Them 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5dcc1d73ed915d4e80a49a9c/appendix_4_Overview_of_evidence_on_increasing_active_travel.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5dcc1d73ed915d4e80a49a9c/appendix_4_Overview_of_evidence_on_increasing_active_travel.pdf
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“The training is very important. I wouldn’t have the confidence to ride without it.” (LRS Focus Group 1 

Participant) 

“I’d never ridden a bike before. I’m now inspired to do a 100-kilometre ride.” (LRS Focus Group 1 

Participant) 

“Like me, my son didn’t know how to ride a bike, and now he rides his bike to school everyday.” (LRS Focus 

Group 1 Participant) 

8.37 This evidences the importance of training and instructors in ensuring long-term take-up of cycling, 
and eventually improving individual mental and physical health outcomes. While there is an 
expense linked to providing such support, findings from engagement and survey analysis point to 
its importance in increasing participation and securing long-term success for the schemes. 

A defined eligibility criteria that targets disadvantaged residents  

8.38 Free Bikes schemes target areas already facing deprivation and inequalities, whether across 
socio-economic or health metrics. Free bikes recipients typically suffer from poorer health 
outcomes, with higher death rates and incidence rates than the average population.58 In order to 
successfully reduce inequalities, it is essential that disadvantaged residents are prioritised in 
schemes like this. BBB and EPP operators noted that a broad measure, such as IMD deciles, is a 
better way to identify these residents, as it avoids applicants having to disclose potentially 
sensitive data such as income, which could leave them with feelings of shame and even act as a 
deterrent in applying (as has been seen in other schemes).59 People in need of the scheme may 
not be able to receive a bike if they happen to fall outside the eligibility criteria. In this case, it is 
important to include an element of flexibility, offering alternative routes to application such as 
through social prescription (as with BBB Bikes on Prescription) or school referrals for children. 

Understanding local needs 

8.39 Shaping and adjusting the scheme to meet local needs is an important factor in encouraging 
participation, so that provision can meet demand as closely as possible. In LRS, operators 
undertook a comprehensive baseline and consultation exercise to understand the local area, 
before designing the scheme around specific community needs and barriers to cycling. BBB 
operators acknowledged that such an exercise could improve their own delivery in the future. In 
other words, co-designing a scheme with those who would be eligible for a free bike would be an 
important factor in its success. 

8.40 This understanding cannot be achieved without effective engagement and consultation, which is 
noted to be of growing importance by Chartered Institution of Highways and Transportation.60 For 
example, during engagement for this evaluation, multiple focus group participants pointed to the 
need for specialist training and support: 

● Women in LRS: there was recognition that many in Southall are Sikh and are therefore used 
to community activities being single sex. Some women spoke of feeling discomfort, and even 

 

 
58 ONS, 2020. Socioeconomic inequalities in avoidable mortality in England: 2020 

59 ACO, 2021. Breaking down barriers. Tackling the stigma surrounding individuals approaching charities for support 

60 Chartered Institution of Highways & Transportation, (no date given). Active travel in the United Kingdom. Retrieved from 

https://www.ciht.org.uk/knowledge-resource-centre/resources/active-travel/. Accessed October 2023 

https://www.ciht.org.uk/knowledge-resource-centre/resources/active-travel/
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shame, riding alongside men, aligned with findings in wider literature.61 In LRS, the 
importance of having women-only training sessions, as well as led-rides, was therefore a 
popular opinion.  

● Older recipients: One 77-year old EPP participant who had had a heart attack a few years 
prior spoke of feeling initial nerves and embarrassment, followed by increased confidence 
and self-esteem as a result of both the trainers’ attitude and the led rides. This aligns with 
literature findings that there is a need for specialised training that considers the physical 
limitations and health conditions common among older adults, such as decreased balance 
and muscle strength.62 

● Disabled recipients: one Harwich and Dovercourt focus group participant explained how the 
training given to her autistic child who also has ADHD has afforded her the assurance that he 
has learned to cycle in the safest way. Another parent of an autistic child said that people 
with ADHD and autism ‘need more tailored support’. 

8.41 By conducting this type of consultation, this valuable feedback and insight over specific needs 
can be transformed into a tangible delivery element of the schemes that would meet those needs. 

8.42 Linked to this, it is crucial that the bikes provided are of good quality and are the correct size for 
the recipients. All schemes measure applicants to understand their bike size requirements and 
match the bikes accordingly. All three schemes also offer adaptive bikes, allowing delivery 
operators to adjust the bikes to meet the specific needs of certain recipients.  

8.43 Some focus groups discussed the need for greater adjustments for those with physical 
disabilities, potentially offering e-bikes for a select number of recipients for whom physical 
exercise is difficult. With high correlation between income and employment deprivation and long 
term health and mobility deprivation, accounting for the needs of those with reduced mobility is 
an important condition for success. Whilst e-bike distribution would reduce the health benefits 
those e-bike recipients (due to lower physical activity benefits), it would at least enable greater 
participation and reduce inequalities for these groups. One participant stated that they would be 
willing to pay for the additional cost if it meant they were able to participate: 

“It would be more expensive, but I would be willing to pay money towards a subsidised E-bike.” (EPP 

Clacton & Jaywick Focus Group Participant) 

An easy and supported application process 

8.44 A lengthy and cumbersome application process can be a deterrent to accessing support.63 This 
could be even more the case for Free Bikes schemes, where eligible residents may suffer from 
digital exclusion or language barriers. 

8.45 Operators offer support to their prospective applicants in a variety of ways. In BBB, assistance is 
offered both face-to-face and by phone for anyone who struggles with the application form. 
Applicants with disabilities applying for EPP are signposted to Wheels for All, which offers a 
disability cycling scheme. LRS provides support both face-to-face and by phone, and have staff 

 

 
61 Uteng & Turner, 2019. Gender and mobility: women and cycling in Southeast Asian cities 

62 Sherrington et al., 2021. Effectiveness of tailored exercise programs on improving physical function and reducing fall 

risk in older adults: A systematic review and meta-analysis 

63 ACO, 2021. Breaking down barriers. Tackling the stigma surrounding individuals approaching charities for support 
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who speak the most common languages spoken in Southall, should translation services be 
required. 

8.46 Linked to the above condition, schemes can consult their community on their specific barriers to 
application, in order to tailor support in the application process accordingly. This will ensure that 
applications, and subsequent cycling participation, is maximised. 

Connecting and strengthening communities 

A free bikes community to enhance community cohesion 

8.47 Improved community cohesion leads to better-connected and strengthened communities – this 
has been well-evidenced in literature.64,65 For both LRS and EPP, the community led rides and 
improved community cohesion, was an inherent part of their objectives when starting out. BBB 
focus group participants also spoke of the benefits of the community element of the schemes.  

8.48 Not only do people see it as a positive way to meet and get to know others in the community, but 
it encourages them to cycle more as a result. This is clear in the GPS data, where LRS recipients 
are riding for nearly an hour per trip, compared to other schemes where the trips are 
approximately 15 minutes each. It is difficult to assign causation, but the LRS community led 
rides typically last for between 2 and 2.5 hours, with take up of these rides popular amongst 
recipients. Their frequent occurrence and popularity have likely helped to increase the average 
trip length at this scheme.  

 

 
64 Edwards & Smith, 2020. The role of community-based programs in promoting social cohesion: A systematic review 

65 Bailey & Collins, 2020. Building social capital through community sports and recreation programs: A mixed-methods 

study 
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Figure 19 – LRS recipients have longer journeys than other schemes which correlates with the high 

prevalence of LRS community-led rides 

Average distance and trip time  

 

“I had some personal issues which meant that I couldn’t make friends easily. This has given me the 

opportunity to meet people and to come out of my shell.” (EPP Colchester Focus Group Participant) 

“Traditionally and culturally, women in this area aren’t inclined to take up cycling, but the group aspect of the 

scheme has given us permission to take it up.” (LRS Focus Group 2 Participant) 

8.49 The overarching feeling across focus groups was that the Free Bikes schemes represent a tool 
for the community to gather and connect, greatly strengthening community cohesion. 

A knowledgeable and experienced delivery team  

8.50 All operators agreed that competent delivery teams with the relevant skills were important 
conditions for success, along with clear project management, with all teams knowing their tasks 
and responsibilities and communicating efficiently and cooperating well. A strong delivery team is 
also noted by ATE as essential to delivering active travel schemes.66 Recipients, too, have noted 
the huge contribution that the operating team make to the success of the scheme: 

“Great bunch of guys working for a great organisation.” (EPP recipient) 

8.51 During focus groups, some participants noted a need for a stronger line of communication n order 
to maintain participation in the scheme. There was a collective suggestion for ‘follow-up’ calls, as 

 

 
66 Road.cc., 2023. Active Travel England rates councils’ capability to deliver infrastructure — 94% fall in lowest three 

categories. Retrieved from https://road.cc/content/news/active-travel-england-rates-councils-299865. Accessed October 

2023 
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an opportunity to check in on recipients after a few months have passed since receiving the bike, 
to ensure they are making progress, or are still feeling comfortable with their cycling ability. 

Integration with the local community to make the scheme self-sustaining over the longer term 

8.52 Having a community presence and gaining the trust of the local community is vital to the success 
of these schemes. EPP operators note that the fact that the entire operational team is part of the 
community and that they are affectionate to their recipients is crucial. The growth of the 
programme is a credit to the hard work on the ground of the team. BBB operators similarly agree 
that being a trusted source in the community is vital to engaging applicants and recipients. BBB 
operators recommended that community presence could be improved by having cycle champions 
in areas of the city for help and support and by assisting and working with organisations 
(particularly those with cycle to work schemes) to select a bike champion who can motivate and 
encourage others to commute by bike. 

8.53 Outside of the employed delivery team members, the use of community volunteers has been 
integral to the LRS scheme. LRS teaches volunteers the skills required to deliver the scheme on 
a permanent basis, with a view to having the community equipped with the tools required to run 
the scheme in a self-sustaining manner in the future, long after funding is stopped. 

8.54 BBB operators stated that the volunteer workforce is one of the key considerations for a 
successful scheme. Recipients appreciated the BBB scheme and wanted to give back to the 
scheme – they did this by volunteering through their local community cycle club and 29 
sustainable cycle clubs have now been set up as a result. These types of impacts will enable the 
schemes to continue to be delivered sustainably into the future. 

"The reason I'm doing the lead training, is because I want to be a leader on the bike side. I want to bring 

more people, I want to motivate Southall, lead people, ask them to go on roads, use the cycle, which really 

impact the world and improve lives.” (LRS recipient) 

 

 

A unified look for the bikes to promote community cohesion 

8.55 The uniform, branded look of the bikes were, in general, viewed favourably in the focus groups, 
promoting a feeling of being part of ‘something bigger than themselves’ and reinforcing a sense 
of community. Younger children, for example, have been found to be excited to ‘show off their 
bike’ in the school playground, and pleased with the way it makes them ‘stand out’: 

1.7 Case study – Anonymous, EPP 

1.8 A retired police officer in his early seventies sold his bike 10 years ago when he was 
low on funds. He received a bike through the scheme in recent years and the impacts 
have “opened his eyes to the diverse social problems people are quietly struggling 
through”. Having attended the community led rides, he witnessed how effective 
schemes such as this can be in giving children and young people positive activities to 
engage in. He has since trained to become a group ride leader himself and has been 
appointed onto the EPP staff team.  
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“My son loves the bike and tells his friends in the playground about it.” (EPP Basildon Focus Group 

Participant) 

 “When I see someone with an orange bike, my hand automatically goes up to wave.” (EPP Harwich Focus 

Group Participant) 

8.56 The uniform nature of the bike may also have positive implications for participation. Literature 
finds people more likely to change their behaviour due to the influence of social norms,67 so 
seeing multiple branded bikes being used to encourage further participation. One EPP focus 
group participant stated that seeing someone riding a bike with a scheme sticker serves as 
reassurance that they have been trained well, and are therefore safe around other cyclists and 
vehicles, which is a benefit to the community. 

8.57 However, focus groups identified that the uniform look of the bikes is not necessarily favourable 
to all recipients, particularly teenagers. LRS operators reported how some younger participants 
ripped the LRS sticker off their bikes, and LRS focus group participants expressed a dislike 
towards its ‘loud’ design. In some cases, participants are concerned that the uniform look of the 
bike signals to others that they are beneficiaries of a scheme for lower-income families. One EPP 
recipient (who was an adult) stated at a bike giveaway that she did not like the look of the bikes 
because “they are poor person bikes”.  This could mean that the uniform appearance serves as a 
deterrent for cycling participation for some users. This aligns with findings in the evolution of free 
bikes pilots for children in Scotland, which reported that providing unbranded bikes was important 
in combating stigma associated with receiving a free bike.68  

8.58 Overall, whilst the branded bikes can enhance community cohesion for many recipients, the 
mixed views about the aesthetic of the bike link to the condition of understanding local needs, as 
well as the target recipient population (i.e. by age). Schemes should be sure to identify whether 
an unbranded or branded bike would be preferable for specific recipients, in order to maximise 
participation for those who would prefer unbranded. 

Creating active, sustainable places and achieving net zero 

Road infrastructure can encourage mode shift to bike 

8.59 Introducing cycle-specific road infrastructure, such as segregated cycle lanes, not only improves 
the overall placemaking of an area, but also makes the experience of cycling feel less dangerous 
for riders, which encourages active travel. A new seafront cycle path was built in Clacton & 
Jaywick, which was frequently referenced during EPP focus groups, with many stating how 
enjoyable it is to cycle along it. 

“You can hear the nature and the sea as you cycle along it.” (EPP Clacton & Jaywick Focus Group 

Participant) 

8.60 The importance of good quality infrastructure as a determinant of cycling participation cannot be 
overstated. Extensive evidence from the focus groups stressed the need for better quality 
infrastructure in order to facilitate more cycling confidence. Most participants in the BBB focus 
group expressed hesitation riding on roads due to the poor infrastructure, and said they only feel 

 

 
67 Beno & Kallgren, 1990. A focus theory of normative conduct: Recycling the concept of norms to reduce littering in 

public places 

68 Transport Scotland, 2022. Evaluation of Free Bikes Pilots for School Age Children Who Cannot Afford Them 
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comfortable riding in the community led rides. In BBB Refurbished bikes survey, when asked 
about what, if anything, had stopped participants cycling more often, aside from the top response 
of bad weather (86%), the most common responses were for answers relevant to infrastructure: 
57% said safety concerns about being outdoors and 43% said lack of dedicated cycle routes. 

“My main deterrent to riding is the state of the roads – there are so many potholes. There are old cycle 

paths, but you can’t even see the cycle lane. You’re less likely to encourage people to cycle if they can’t see 

the road markings. I personally feel OK, but I know it’s not the case for many.” (EPP Colchester Focus 

Group Participant). 

Cycle parking and secure storage 

8.61 Other infrastructure such as secure storage and cycle parking are considered further necessary 
conditions to enhance participation, making cyclists feel safer as well as making places more 
pleasant to live in. Those who are more deprived are more likely to live in smaller homes with 
limited space for indoor cycle parking. Providing secure parking infrastructure is something that 
would play an important factor in the success of schemes.  

8.62 In EPP, cycle theft is a particular concern. The Clacton & Jaywick scheme added 11 new cycle 
parking locations across the area and has reduced the number of car parking spaces. Some 
focus group participants recognised that the cycle parking in Clacton & Jaywick has worked well, 
and there was desire to see similar parking infrastructure in other areas. 

Provision of refurbished bikes 

8.63 LRS and BBB both provide refurbished bikes, contributing to the circular economy. Refurbished 
bikes reduce the demand for new materials and energy-intensive manufacturing processes, 
supporting sustainable consumption. 

8.64 While operators raised concerns that recipients would prefer a new to a refurbished bike, focus 
groups suggested otherwise. Participants said they liked the look of the refurbished bikes, and 
that in many ways they preferred that, as it meant they were ‘doing their bit’ to help reduce 
carbon emissions. 

“The guys do a really good job at making them better than new.” (LRS Focus Group 1 Participant) 

Robust evaluations of these existing schemes that can unlock future funding and inform future Free 

Bikes schemes 

8.65 Creating sustainable places requires the continued funding of schemes which encourage mode 
shift to active travel. A robust evidence base on the impact of the schemes and how they meet 
national priorities is crucial to securing funding for scheme expansions or new schemes as well 
as draw learnings for successful delivery of the schemes. This evaluation seeks to address this 
gap in the evidence base.  

Appropriate use of data and conditions  

8.66 There are a number of types of data which are important to collect in order to understand the 
impact of the schemes and inform scheme delivery decisions, creating more efficient and 
sustainable scheme delivery. These include: 

● GPS data – this is important to see how the bikes are being used and can inform 
recommendations for active travel infrastructure. In EPP, for example, data from GPS 
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trackers was utilised to identify key locations in Clacton where cycle parking bays were 
needed. They also led to the refurbishment of the new cycling route along the seafront. 

● Recipient engagement – these reveal the impact from the recipients’ perspective. With survey 
data, the larger the sample data the better the data, so it is important that efforts are made to 
maximise responses. Qualitative testimonials are essential for understanding deeper impacts 
on quality of life. 

● Operator perspectives – these are helpful ways of understanding the impact that the bikes 
have had from a strategic perspective, and to learn lessons for future delivery mechanisms.  

8.67 Ideally, there would be an exhaustive and comprehensive evidence base in order to capture the 
true extent of the benefits of the schemes and underpin a highly robust evaluation. However, in 
reality, there is no such thing as perfect data and collecting data can be expensive, so decisions 
need to be made about where to draw the line for data collection. For example, BBB utilised GPS 
data to effectively demonstrate that people were using the bikes to meet their scheme objectives. 
Once this had been robustly demonstrated, BBB discontinued GPS use on their bikes, and now 
simply encourage recipients to use an app instead to record similar data. This was because GPS 
trackers are expensive to install and, once key aims of the scheme had been demonstrated, it 
was decided the GPS budget could be better spent on delivering more bikes, thereby delivering 
benefits of the scheme to a larger pool of recipients. 

8.68 Engagement identified a number of useful suggestions where data and loan conditions could be 
used differently, to better suit the needs of recipients: 

● EPP run their scheme using loan conditions, whereby recipients are initially loaned the bike 
and must demonstrate consistent cycling behaviour in the first six months in order to become 
a formal owner of the bike. Some focus group participants identified a concern when 
receiving their loaned bike during winter months, as this inhibited their participation. Weather 
should therefore be factored in when assessing usership of loaned bikes. 

● In an LRS focus group, participants reported needing to pass cycle training before receiving 
their bike. However, this meant that they did not have any bike to practice on, in the run up to 
their training. Participants suggested that schemes offer a bike ‘on loan’ for people to practice 
in the park, in order to prepare better for their qualification. 

● In EPP, focus participants suggested a ‘health tracker app’ so that they could see for 
themselves their own GPS data and understand the impact of their physical activity.  

Minimum Viable Product 

The free bike, wraparound support and community elements are all 

deemed to be essential elements to deliver a viable product with a 

positive return on investment 

8.69 A minimum viable product (MVP) is a product with enough features to attract early-adopter 
customers and validate a product idea early in its development cycle.69 If a product is delivered 
with a goal based on the needs of its end users, then MVPs help to determine the cheapest and 
most effective ways to achieve these end goals. Government departments and public sector 

 

 
69 Office of Rail and Road (2022). Annual Assessment of Network Rail - Glossary 



National evaluation of free bikes 

 

Essex County Council 61 

organisations such as the Department for Transport,70 the Department for Environment, Food & 
Rural Affairs (DEFRA),71 the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT)72 and 
the NHS73 are known to implement MVPs in their product development cycles. 

8.70 Qualitative evidence over the MVP of the Free Bikes schemes is highly revealing. The estimated 
benefits of the Free Bikes schemes ultimately depend to some extent on a combination of three 
key elements: the free bikes themselves, the free wraparound support and a strong community 
base.  

Figure 20 – Three key elements that make the scheme a success 

Minimum viable product 

 

8.71 The consensus across all focus groups was that all three elements are absolutely crucial to 
achieving successful benefits of the scheme. 

“It’s the combination of all three that makes it work.” (EPP Colchester Focus Group Participant) 

8.72 Despite being known as a ‘Free Bikes’ scheme, all groups discussed the importance of the 
wraparound support and community element of the schemes. There was recognition that the 
scheme is primarily targeted at lower-income residents; it follows therefore that there is less 
disposable income for purchasing high-quality locks and helmets. As discussed in paragraph 
8.35, many said that if they had to get these accessories on their own, they would likely buy a 
poor-quality lock and helmet, and recognised the resultant increased vulnerability to accidents 
and to sustaining greater injury in the event of a collision. One participant reasoned that the 
economic savings from both improved physical health and from reduced collisions and injuries 
should cover the cost of the wraparound support provided by the scheme: 

“The physical health improvements will alleviate pressure from the NHS, and the £500 or so of the free bike 

and wraparound support per person would surely cover that?” (BBB Focus Group 1 Participant) 

 

 
70 For example, Department for Transport digital (2016). First among sequels: DfT Hack Club 2, retrieved from: 

https://dftdigital.blog.gov.uk/2016/11/28/first-among-sequels-dft-hack-club-2/, accessed 25 July 2024  

71 Thomas (2018). How showing the thing helped us simplify our MVP. Retrieved from: 

https://defradigital.blog.gov.uk/2018/03/14/how-showing-the-thing-helped-us-simplify-our-mvp/, accessed 15 July 2024  

72  DSIT and Geospatial Commission (2023). National Underground Asset Register minimum viable product 

73 NHS England, 2020. What to expect from our Minimum Viable Product 

https://dftdigital.blog.gov.uk/2016/11/28/first-among-sequels-dft-hack-club-2/
https://defradigital.blog.gov.uk/2018/03/14/how-showing-the-thing-helped-us-simplify-our-mvp/
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8.73 The support for the bike accessories was particularly strong across EPP focus groups, where 
bike theft is a known problem. Many feared that without this wraparound support, the free bike 
would be redundant. High quality accessories were seen as of paramount importance for 
participants across EPP focus groups.  

8.74 When asked which element could be considered the most important, however, most participants 
broadly (especially across EPP and BBB focus groups) agreed that the free bike was the most 
crucial aspect of the scheme: 

“I would not have bought or learned how to ride [a bike] if it was not given to me.” (BBB Focus Group 2 

Participant) 

8.75 This consensus did vary by scheme. It may not be surprising, given the particular focus that LRS 
operators have placed on building a strong community base, that across both LRS focus groups, 
the community elements were considered the most important element, and that to take away the 
community element of the scheme, would be to take away the essence of the scheme. There 
were even complaints during this discussion about recipients who take the bike but do not 
participate in the community led rides; many said the whole point of the scheme should be the 
community-building aspect. There were suggestions of adjusting award criteria to include 
obligatory community led ride participation in one focus group, which aligns with LRS’ objectives 
around developing a self-sustaining community-centred scheme.  

“I only ride because I want to have fun, relax and connect with the community.” (LRS Focus Group 1 

Participant) 

8.76 When asked, hypothetically, whether they would still use the scheme in the same way without the 
bike, most participants agreed that they would neither cycle in the same way, nor participate in 
the schemes. Indeed, the suggestion of providing the wraparound support and the strong 
community base without the free bike was met with disagreement in some focus groups: 

“It was the free bike that made me go out and stop using my car.” (EPP Harwich Focus Group Participant) 

8.77 By contrast, some LRS participants claimed that they would still participate even without the free 
bike, and that that was the least important aspect of the scheme. Some participants stated that 
they would buy their own bike, so long as the wraparound support and community base were 
secured. Suggestions of providing the training with a free learning bike, to be returned at the end, 
were raised.  

“I would definitely still buy my own bike. I mainly participated for the free lessons and having a bike to learn 

on.” (LRS Focus Group 1 Participant) 

8.78 Overall, the qualitative evidence points towards the conclusion that all three elements of the 
schemes that are discussed above form important parts of the free bikes programme offer. It is 
clear that all elements are essential to recipients – that is to say, the MVP is the product as it 
currently stands, with a free bike, wraparound support and a community offering. This is likely 
what is required in order to achieve a sustainable level of benefits which justifies their funding. 
Interestingly, the evidence presented above shows that the opinions vary on which of the three 
elements are most important. This reflects how the schemes have been designed, with 
participants in EPP and BBB valuing the free bike more, whilst the LRS recipients place greater 
weight on the community element of the free bike scheme.  

8.79 Finally, one additional element that has not been considered in this MVP discussion is the 
provision of improved infrastructure alongside the delivery of these Free Bikes schemes. The 
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evidence presented in this evaluation suggests that when cycling infrastructure is improved, 
recipients have more confidence to cycle and greater levels of benefits are achieved. For 
schemes that did not receive infrastructure investment alongside, recipients indicated that such 
infrastructure would have helped bike usage and increased the benefits (paragraph 8.60). Whilst 
the benefits would be larger, Clacton & Jaywick’s positive SROI suggests that it is not required to 
deliver a positive return on investment, so this element is not necessary to be included in a MVP. 

8.80 The Technical Appendix contains detail over the costs of each element of the schemes. The 
accompanying report ‘The Value of Free Bikes schemes’ contains quantitative analysis over what 
a ‘MVP’ for a new scheme would look like in reality. 
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9. Conclusions, recommendations 

and next steps 

Conclusion 

9.1 The national evaluation confirms that free bike schemes deliver significant benefits aligned with 
multiple national priorities in a highly resource-efficient way. Key findings include: 

● Promoting good health and wellbeing and reducing physical inactivity: Free Bikes schemes 
increase physical activity, reduce physical inactivity, improve life satisfaction and lower NHS 
costs by preventing disease and premature deaths. 

● Reducing inequalities through improved access to opportunities: Schemes expand access to 
jobs, education, and community spaces, particularly for deprived areas, and provide 
affordable transport alternatives. 

● Connecting and strengthening communities: Recipients feel more connected, fostering social 
interactions and engagement with local spaces. 

● Creating sustainable, active places and net zero: Mode shift from cars to bikes reduces 
emissions and supports active travel infrastructure. 

9.2 With a £11.80 SROI per £1 spent, largely driven by wellbeing gains, free bike schemes offer a 
cost-effective way to achieve wide-ranging economic, social, and environmental benefits. 

Recommendations 

9.3 One of the key aims of this national evaluation is to provide real-time learnings on the conditions 
for success to inform effective scheme delivery in real time and extend potential benefits.  

9.4 Both operators and focus group participants provided their views on areas for improvement. The 
key recommendations are as follows: 

● Greater collaboration with the NHS to have cycling and active travel embedded as part 
of patient pathways – to encourage behaviour change and positive health outcomes 
through credible institutions, with social prescription and preventative healthcare enhanced; 

● Consider targeted infrastructure interventions to improve cycling participation and 
confidence – whilst often costly to deliver, evidence indicates that improved cycling 
infrastructure, including storage infrastructure, would improve cycling uptake and also 
recipients confidence, driving higher levels of benefits. The EPP CJ link was largely funded 
by SELEP (as outlined in the Technical Appendix). This implies that infrastructure 
investment can be achieved through collaboration with sub-regional transport authorities and 
place promotion agencies to interlink schemes with improvements to active travel 
infrastructure; 

● Appoint cycle champions across each of the geographies – this is a simple way to 
motivate others to commute by bike and to participate in the scheme; 

● Improve marketing strategies to raise awareness of schemes – this was a commonly 
discussed topic across focus groups, and was considered key condition for success for the 
expansion of the schemes; 
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● Introduce specialised training sessions for protected groups – these could be tailored 
towards women, elderly and disabled residents among others. This would serve to remove a 
significant barrier to participation for many; 

● Introduce a health tracker app as part of the scheme – participants stated that seeing 
their own progress would encourage them to continue along the same health trajectory and to 
make further improvements to it; and 

● Offer young people an alternative to the standard bikes – older teenagers tend to find the 
uniform look of the bikes less favourable than the rest of the cohorts, in that they can signal 
lower socio-economic status. An alternative offer should be considered for this age group to 
encourage successful scheme participation. 

● Make the case to stakeholders to scale up these schemes and roll out a national free bikes 
network – the schemes deliver substantial benefits to communities who need them most.  

9.5 These are detailed below along with a number of key suggestions for improvement to the 
schemes that are made by operators, focus group participants, and Volterra. 

Table 2 – There are a number of helpful suggestions for improvement provided by operators, focus 

group participants and Volterra  

Suggested improvements by operators, focus group participants and Volterra 

 

Suggested 

improvement 

Explanation Owner 

Greater collaboration 

with the NHS  

BBB operators spoke of the need for greater integration 

across schemes and the NHS, to allow for smoother pathways 

to active travel embedded as part of patient pathways. 

This evaluation demonstrates the important morbidity and 

mortality health benefits that free bikes deliver. More work 

needs to be done with the NHS to understand how free bikes 

can act as an effective form of preventative healthcare, 

reducing costs.  

All schemes, 

NHS 

Improved follow-up 

procedures with 

recipients 

BBB focus group participants suggested 6-month follow-up 

calls to ensure recipients were still participating.  

BBB 

Further funding for 

children’s schemes 

BBB operators noted that the scheme could be improved 

through further funding for children’s schemes, specifically 

targeting young people to embed behaviour change at an 

early age, working more with schools and not just Bikeability.  

BBB, EPP 

Consultation with the 

local community 

BBB operators noted that delivery could be improved by 

consulting city residents on what they want to see from the 

scheme. Understanding the needs of the local area is key to 

improving access to opportunities and reducing inequalities. 

This is already done to an extent in some schemes, but could 

be improved with further rollouts. 

BBB 

Appoint cycle 

champions  

BBB operators recommended that community presence could 

be improved by having cycle champions throughout the city. 

This could be done by working with partner organisations and 

charities. The cycle champions would motivate and encourage 

others to commute by bike. This would apply to all schemes. 

All schemes 
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Suggested 

improvement 

Explanation Owner 

Community-led 

Bikeability training 

LRS operators identified a desire for more of their own 

community deliver Bikeability training, to expand and enhance 

the social movement. 

LRS 

Enhanced delivery 

team 

LRS operators spoke of the struggle of running a scheme with 

few staff members, recognising that having more would aid in 

the running and the overall strategic planning and 

administration of the scheme.  

LRS 

Stronger marketing 

strategies  

Multiple focus groups identified that the schemes would 

benefit from improving their marketing strategy throughout the 

community to raise awareness of the scheme. 

Linked to the above, Volterra note that it is clear that 

engagement in the associated health and wellbeing offer could 

lead to a positive spiral of engagement and participation in the 

Free Bikes schemes. However, when the topic was raised 

during focus groups, many claimed not to have heard of such 

offerings. Volterra recommend this is explored further. 

All schemes 

Women-only training 

sessions and led 

rides 

Tailored support for women was a common desire raised at 

the LRS focus group. Women-only training sessions and led 

rides would prevent many from feeling discomfort and shame 

riding alongside men – a commonly shared struggle for 

participants.  

LRS 

Greater 

understanding and 

offer for those with 

limited mobility 

Focus groups identified a need for greater adjustments for 

those with mobility issues. Whilst this would not deliver as 

many health benefits for these riders, it would serve to meet 

the national priority of improving access to opportunities, 

reducing inequalities. 

Volterra recommend conducting further engagement to better 

understand the level of demand for adaptive bikes within 

communities, and to identify cheaper sources for them. This 

could be done by partnering with charitable organisations, for 

example. 

EPP 

Health tracker app Increasing the fitness and physical health of inactive people is 

one of the key scheme objectives and meets the national 

objective of promoting good health and wellbeing and reducing 

physical inactivity. 

There has been growing interest among recipients in following 

their own individual health progress. EPP focus group 

participants are aware that the bikes hold a GPS tracker for 

monitoring and measuring scheme progress. Requests and 

suggestions were made during focus groups for the trackers to 

be linked to a phone app, which participants could use to track 

their own health progress. Participants stated that seeing their 

progress would encourage them to continue along the same 

trajectory and to make further improvements, and that this 

would make the scheme sustainable for them. The suggested 

app would only show recipients’ own progress, measuring 

EPP 
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Suggested 

improvement 

Explanation Owner 

distance travelled, routes taken, calories burned, etc. Other 

recipients’ data would not be visible on the app.  

A secondary benefit of the app could be a ‘cycle community’ 

for recipients, further strengthening community cohesion. 

Offer young people 

an alternative bike to 

the standard branded 

bikes 

Across all focus groups, Volterra found evidence that older 

teenagers were less favourable of the uniform look of the 

bikes, due to the messages it could send around socio-

economic status, which was inhibiting their cycling 

participation. Volterra recommend offering an alternative bike 

which is not branded, so that these recipients’ participation 

can be maximised. 

All schemes 

Targeted 

infrastructure 

interventions to 

improve cycling 

participation and 

confidence 

It is clear from the evidence in Clacton & Jaywick that 

providing the active travel infrastructure as part of the scheme 

has delivered positive outcomes. Average speeds are higher, 

whilst distances in trips are reflected by the fact that the route 

links Jaywick with Clacton. This drives better physical health 

benefits. In contrast, feedback from recipients in other scheme 

areas suggests that benefits are not being maximised as a 

result of poor local active travel infrastructure. It is 

recommended that with any future roll-outs of Free Bikes 

schemes, the potential enhanced benefit achieved through 

delivering low cost but high impact active travel infrastructure 

interventions should be considered.  

All schemes, 

recipients and 

Volterra 

Enhancing 

participation in 

younger recipients 

The evidence suggests that it is in fact older recipients of free 

bikes who are utilising their bikes more, with higher distanced 

cycled per week on average. It is the older recipients who 

receive the majority of the health benefits as a result. It is 

speculated that this higher use might be because these types 

of recipients tend to have more spare leisure time. Further 

work needs to be done by the schemes to understand how 

greater participation and usage of the bikes can be 

encouraged amongst younger recipients. For example, 

considering ways or initiatives to encourage younger 

recipients to utilise their free bike on their commute to work. 

Alternatively, it might be a lack of appropriate local 

infrastructure that is holding back these types of longer and 

faster trips in younger recipients.  

Volterra 

Monitoring 

persistence of 

impacts 

The persistence of impacts in this evaluation are modelled 

from a small number of survey respondents at EPP who had 

filled out both Nov-23 and May-24 follow up surveys. This 

could be improved by more consistent follow-up surveys on 

the same recipients, where possible, on participation and life 

satisfaction in particular. 

All schemes 

Next steps 

9.6 This evaluation report is published alongside an accompanying report ‘The Value of Free Bikes 
schemes’ which extracts the findings of this evaluation which are most meaningful for a variety of 
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stakeholders. Furthermore, it outlines the possible benefits which could be achieved should the 
schemes be scaled up and delivered across more deprived areas including the ‘left behind’ areas 
recently announced by the Labour government. The Free Bikes schemes form an example of 
how such targeted investment can look, and the impacts that it can have. This report also 
includes quantitative consideration of MVP. 

9.7 More broadly, the findings from this report point to high levels of health inequalities across the 
Free Bikes scheme areas, with those in areas of deprivation living for a shorter period of time and 
living up to 10 years longer in a state of ill health than those living in areas of affluence.74 The 
potential to bring about meaningful change in health outcomes through Free Bikes schemes is 
high. Further investment in rolling out and expanding the scheme is necessary in order to further 
realise this reduction in inequalities, particularly health outcomes. 

  

 

 
74 Huseyiin, 2024. Health benefits of active travel huge, but evidence key to engaging with detractors, says Whitty, 

Transport Xtra, retrieved from: https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/76328/health-

benefits-of-active-travel-huge-but-evidence-key-to-engaging-with-detractors-says-whitty, accessed 31 July 2024  

https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/76328/health-benefits-of-active-travel-huge-but-evidence-key-to-engaging-with-detractors-says-whitty
https://www.transportxtra.com/publications/local-transport-today/news/76328/health-benefits-of-active-travel-huge-but-evidence-key-to-engaging-with-detractors-says-whitty
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10. Glossary 
10.1 Key terms and phrases referred to in this national evaluation are defined below. 

10.2 AMAT: the Department for Transport Active Mode Appraisal toolkit used to estimate the benefits 
of modal switch to cycling. 

10.3 Evaluation period: the established period of time for which performance of the schemes is 
reviewed. 

10.4 Circular economy: an economic system based on the reuse and regeneration of materials or 
products, especially as a means of continuing production in a sustainable or environmentally 
friendly way. 

10.5 GPS: stands for Global Positioning System. In this evaluation, GPS is referred to in the context of 
GPS trackers which were fitted on the free bikes to record various trip data. 

10.6 Indices of Multiple Deprivation (IMD): small area measures of relative deprivation compared to 
the national average. 

10.7 Labour supply welfare benefits: The benefit of newly entering the labour market to individuals 
who have gained access to employment opportunities due to their free bike. 

10.8 Minimum Viable Product (MVP): The most cost effective version of a Free Bikes scheme which 
delivers a return on investment. 

10.9 Morbidity: the condition of suffering from a disease or medical condition. 

10.10 Mortality: the state of being subject to death. 

10.11 Net zero: a target of completely negating the amount of greenhouse gases produced by human 
activity, to be achieved by reducing emissions and implementing methods 
of absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. 

10.12 WHO HEAT model: the World Health Organisation model for health (mortality) benefits. 

10.13 Wraparound support: Support accompanying the free bikes, such as bike lessons, bike 
accessories, bike maintenance, cycling groups undertaking led rides etc.  

  

https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=1cafc75c8a5e58d3&rlz=1C1GCEB_enGB1132GB1132&q=negating&si=APYL9bvKONvNV8bZy6puQpL09JUB05XPd5x_XwOeQmiKquXpK4B9xwqtZ-GvlLEA10FJnU-P0EuEeW6fjZtKoEiI1-xHITCNlOOXzwYbGNPHVQxUd-TAJ-c%3D&expnd=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiPvP-HiOGLAxWyaUEAHaFGJ2wQyecJegQIGxAN
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=1cafc75c8a5e58d3&rlz=1C1GCEB_enGB1132GB1132&q=gases&si=APYL9bseOkRtPplmiFwUxbDEwT9fBN1l_HkNOVVxY_E4ZSobfgJBW9rb5g0J08gzs43wO6M3djQi5GPYuEI4Bsqc3CehpelP7A%3D%3D&expnd=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiPvP-HiOGLAxWyaUEAHaFGJ2wQyecJegQIGxAO
https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=1cafc75c8a5e58d3&rlz=1C1GCEB_enGB1132GB1132&q=absorbing&si=APYL9bvtFLj-ISwFDyvbg6-m4pTqcPq_cPZEA1pe05dWL5SfRR1V7RicV9Sh3DlwDhtkknd58Ylb61uIGC7Se6i7pNg0JRvrlQ54OmS8IKXXf5cnWQ8jP4E%3D&expnd=1&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwiPvP-HiOGLAxWyaUEAHaFGJ2wQyecJegQIGxAP
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