Eight Tips for Safe Group Riding

by Bikin’ Mike

Eventually cyclists find themselves riding within a group of other cyclists. Although group riding can be very enjoyable at times it can be a very intimidating or dangerous experience. Our goal is to help you learn some basic techniques so you can enjoy the fun of riding with a group.

It should be noted that we are not talking about racing or riding within a pack. Unless you are part of a licensed USCF race, it is illegal to ride in a pack. The information in this article is about riding in a group that never exceeds 2 abreast.

Ride Legally

The first tip for safe riding within a group is to learn about and obey all traffic laws whenever you ride. Stop at stop signs. Stop at lights and wait your turn in the line of traffic. Signal all your intentions. Pay attention to the traffic around you and cooperate with motorists. Share the road.

Hold Your Line

When riding your bicycle, you should develop a pedaling technique called “spinning”. This technique makes it possible for you to keep your bike traveling in a straight line. If you are pushing down too hard on the front part of the pedal stroke, your bike will “wiggle and wobble” as you travel. This may not pose a problem when you are riding alone (it simply wastes energy) but it will cause a problem when you are riding within a group. This is especially true when you are turning a corner or navigating a curve in the roadway. 

Communicate Your Intentions

Call out and/or signal whatever you plan to do. Slowing down, stopping, moving to avoid a pothole or crack in the road and turning all affect the group. Give as much warning as possible so that other cyclists have the chance to react safely. Try to avoid sudden movements. Make sure you call out your plans loud and clear. Since wind noise can make it hard to hear, use hand signals to reinforce what you have called out.

Repeat What You Hear

In a group, it is important for every rider to know what is going on within the group. For this reason, when you hear it, repeat it. When a rider in the back of the group hears a car approaching, they will call out “car back”. Each and every rider within the group should then call out those same 2 little words. The same is true about stopping, slowing, potholes and EVERYTHING else.

Accidents Happen

In case of a problem within the group, know which way to go to avoid making the accident worse. Riders have been known to crash and there are certain ways you can ride to avoid making the entire group part of the pileup. Talk about this ahead of time. Make sure you use your rear brake in those cases and always move your bike away from the group – not into it.

Know How To Draft

When you ride within a group, it is very important that you learn how to draft  (ride in the slipstream of the rider in front of you). Drafting is very energy efficient and exhilarating – but it is also very dangerous (see above). It is important that you know the riders you are with – know how they ride – and are capable of controlling your own riding. It is usually best that you learn how to draft in pairs first then work up to a “pace line” and eventually a “double pace line”. You’ll need to know about avoiding wheel overlap, how to use the wind to slow down and how your pace and posture change as your position within the group changes. (Note: we could spend a great deal of time talking about drafting and not cover everything)

Work Together

The most important aspect of group riding is to work together. Some people just don’t have the will to cooperate and will be hard pressed to control their riding to fit the group. Slowing the pace as you work through intersections, dealing with mechanical problems, slower riders and motorists can all test the group and their riding skills.

Pay Attention
The most critical aspect of group riding is focus. When you are riding with a group, it is best not to listen to music on your headphones or admire the scenery alongside the road. You need to be watching the riders ahead of you, beside you and behind you. Be aware of the traffic, parked cars and road conditions. Stay alert and you’ll have a safer ride.

That’s it. Eight little tips that will make it easier for you to enjoy a safe group ride.

Bicycle!

