
Cycling Without Age 
Pedal power improves mobility and social  
cohesion in Munich 
The simple yet effective Cycling Without Age programme 
helps to tackle the overlooked risk factors of loneliness and 
isolation among the elderly and people living with or at risk of 
developing diabetes in Munich, Germany. 
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About Cycling Without Age

Volunteers offer free rides to the elderly on a specially 
designed bicycle called a trishaw, helping them to 
reconnect to the world beyond their living quarters, 
improving their social connections and strengthening 
community ties in the later years of life.

Cycling Without Age was founded in Copenhagen, 
Denmark, in 2012, and there are currently chapters in 
50 countries around the world. The Munich chapter was 
launched on the eve of the COVID-19 global pandemic, and, 
as the programme caters to those considered to be most at 
risk in terms of the virus, the project managers have had to 
demonstrate agility and ingenuity to keep the programme 
safe and delivering on its purpose.  

The parent organisation of Cycling Without Age shares 
knowledge with the different chapters around the world 
and offers support and guidance to new initiatives trying to 
get off the ground.

Intervention first piloted in Copenhagen in 2012

Active today in 50 countries

2,200 chapter locations

3,000 trishaws

33,000 trained cycle pilots

More than 1.5 million people served.

MUNICH

2

Isolation and loneliness among 
the elderly
Along with other chronic diseases, the prevalence of 
diabetes is increasing. For many people living with 
diabetes, monitoring and managing the condition can be a 
big challenge. In Germany, as is the case in most countries, 
the prevalence and incidence of diabetes increases steeply 
with age, with a peak in incidence at the age of 85.1

Social isolation, which often coincides with advanced 
ageing, has been shown to negatively impact mental well-
being and contribute to a deterioration in physical health. 
Elderly people can also experience reduced mobility and 
independence, making it more difficult for them to engage 
meaningfully with the surroundings and people beyond 
their care institutions.

As their social and physical worlds shrink, the elderly are 
more likely to experience diminished health, depression 
and self-neglect. Furthermore, alienation and lack 
of community engagement make it more difficult to 
implement the lifestyle changes needed to maintain good 
health, keep disease in check, and cope with change.

However, the negative downward spiral associated with 
withdrawal does not have to be an inevitable outcome 
of ageing. With a combination of empathy, goodwill and 
some physical support, people can maintain an engaged 
life despite their mobility issues. Fostering vital social 
connections and activity makes it more likely that the 
elderly will receive the direct and indirect support they 
need to manage their chronic conditions. 

Social and physical engagement 
can be tools in the fight against 
diabetes 

The link between poor diet and physical inactivity and type 
2 diabetes has been well established.2,3 However, global 
research from the Cities Changing Diabetes programme 
suggests that there are three less tangible sociocultural 
factors that can increase vulnerability to diabetes in cities: 
loneliness, mistrust and time poverty.4 Munich’s elderly 
population, as is the case in many other European cities, 
often faces the challenges of limited mobility and isolation. 

Based on the 2,200 Cycling Without Age chapters around 
the world, there was a clear picture of what the programme 
could achieve in Munich. The purpose of the programme is 
to enrich community participation and boost mental well-
being among the elderly participants and the cycle pilot 
volunteers. Learnings from the other Cycling Without Age 
chapters suggest that the opportunity of fresh air, outdoor 
experiences and new acquaintances or friendships can 
profoundly improve quality of life. For both participants 
and volunteers, the programme offers an opportunity for 
social connection and a greater sense of belonging to the 
community.  



Perfect partnership
Cycling Without Age and Cities Changing Diabetes are both 
trying to tackle the difficult challenge of social isolation and 
loneliness. As such, the partnership is a synergistic one. 

Cycling Without Age was founded by Ole Kassow in Copen-
hagen, in 2012. Kassow wanted older citizens in particular, 
but also others who may have limited mobility, to experi-
ence the social and physical benefits of outdoor pursuits 
through cycling. To achieve this, customised bicycles called 
trishaws were designed so that a solo rider could transport 
two passengers in comfort.

Cities Changing Diabetes and Cycling Without Age began 
discussions about a collaboration at a time when the city of 
Munich was preparing to join the Cities Changing Diabetes 
network. This made Munich a good fit for a pilot project, 
and Cities Changing Diabetes and Cycling Without Age 
worked with the municipal authorities to identify an oppor-
tunity and generate enthusiasm for the project.

A project manager at Cycling Without Age was assigned 
to oversee the process, support the local implementation 
and coordinate the partnership between Cities Changing 
Diabetes and Cycling Without Age. While Cycling Without 
Age chapters typically follow an established formula, a 
degree of local adaptation is sometimes necessary. Two 
members of the national affiliate of Cycling Without Age in 
Germany, Radeln ohne Alter, were recruited to help set up 
the chapter in Munich. 

Refine and define the mission 
The process of stakeholder mapping quickly led a local 
community champion being identified who was keen to 
see the Cycling Without Age initiative rolled out in Munich. 
Once all the stakeholders had been identified and en-
gaged, a coalition was formed. The local champion, togeth-
er with the two members of the national affiliate of Cycling 
Without Age, approached a local care home that agreed to 
serve as the base from which the rides would be offered.

“We dream of creating a world together, in which access to 
active citizenship creates happiness among our fellow elderly 
citizens by providing them with an opportunity to remain an 
active part of society and the local community.

We do that by giving them the right to feel the wind in their 
hair, the right to experience the city and nature close up from 
the bicycle and by giving them the opportunity to tell their 
story in the environment where they have always lived.

That way, we build bridges between generations, and we 
reinforce trust, respect and the social glue in our society.”
Ole Kassaw, Founder, Cycling Without Age

Agreeing on the 
scope, team and 

goal

Finding a 
community captain

Training volunteers 
to become pilots

Finding a care home 
and a base for the 

bikes

Setting up the ride 
system, creating 

events and starting 
the rides

1 2 3 4 5

Five key milestones for launching the initiative
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A local champion
The local community champion volunteered to serve as the 
‘community captain’, which is a vital role in the structure of 
any Cycling Without Age chapter. The community captain’s 
role includes assisting with the recruitment and training 
of volunteer pilots, organising local resources (businesses, 
care centres and local organisations) to support and 
promote the programme, and acting as a liaison between 
the participants and their families, the volunteer pilots, the 
institutions and the staff. 

Once all the stakeholders were aligned, a set of clear 
objectives was defined. The coalition committed to starting 
a new chapter in Munich and launching it at a local care 
home within 90 days, training at least 20 volunteer pilots 
and delivering two trishaws.

The community captain
Cycling Without Age is intended to enrich the 
community as a whole. It promotes volunteerism, 
healthful opportunities, intergenerational 
relationships, and a ‘bike-friendly’ environment. 
It radiates throughout the community. It aims to 
be people centred, rather than product centred, 
and leaves room for a diverse variety of values and 
purposes to co-exist. The community captain is the 
leading coordinator and the primary advocate for 
these values on the ground. 

Flexible, scalable and replicable model to reach elderly 
communities
The Cycling Without Age initiative is a community-driven 
model that enhances social interaction to combat loneliness, 
which has been identified as a vulnerability factor in the 
proper management of diabetes. The primary goal of the 
initiative is to reach people who are at risk of withdrawing 
from social interaction and, in doing so, to passively build 
a supportive network of peers, friends and volunteers. 
Participation can initially be small and grow to fit the demand, 
and each community has the latitude to enact this as best fits 
its needs.
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“Cycling Without Age is a wonderful and simple way to break 
the anonymity of a big city and build real relationships 
between neighbours and generations. I was immediately in 
love with the idea, and I’m convinced that it’s precisely the 
right initiative for our city, where we just love cycling.“ 

Munich community captain



Vehicles for change 
The bikes, specially designed trishaws, are made to 
connect passengers and the pilot with the community in 
which the ride takes place. They provide the passengers 
with comfort, safety and the opportunity to enjoy the 
scenery and mobility without having to control, navigate 
or pedal. This provides the elderly with the opportunity 
to be active, make connections and engage with their 
community in a new way.

Designing the programme
A key step in setting up a Cycling Without Age chapter is 
finding a base from which to start the rides. The team in 
Munich considered several options, including community 
centres and care homes. Typically, in other Cycling Without 
Age chapters, care homes are used as the base because 
they are the easiest point from which to mobilise the 
elderly. 

After assessing the different options – in terms of local 
interest, needs and resources – the team struck an 
agreement with a care home for storing the trishaws. The 
arrival of the trishaws at the care home sparked great 
interest among the elderly residents, but the families 
of the residents and the staff at the care home were 
less enthusiastic. Concerns about safety needed to be 
addressed. 

However, once the staff and relatives were given the 
opportunity of taking a ride in the sturdy trishaws, they 
quickly came to realise just how safe and comfortable the 
rides are, and this alleviated their concerns. 

In its communications with staff and relatives, the Cycling 
Without Age team stressed that the bikes were simply 
a vehicle via which the real goal of the programme – 
the creation of human connections, intergenerational 
relationships and strong communities – could be 
accomplished. 

The care home, which would act as a connector between 
the residents and the volunteers, would be responsible for 
scheduling rides and social events based on the eagerness 

of the residents and staff and the availability of volunteers. 
The next step was to recruit the volunteers. 

Volunteers make the wheels turn
To recruit volunteer pilots, the team developed a 
communication strategy that utilised various channels, 
including local news outlets, websites, community groups 
and social media, to reach potential volunteers. 

A reporter from Bild, Germany’s biggest daily newspaper, 
wrote an article about Radeln ohne Alter München (Cycling 
Without Age Munich), and a collaboration with the Munich 
edition of online magazine Mit Vergnügen also proved to 
be effective.

Beyond traditional media, the communication strategy also 
included:
• A tailored social media presence – Facebook and 

Instagram
• A website 
• A GObike account through which rides could be 

booked
• A WhatsApp group and access to a digital network 

known as ‘the hood’ that connects volunteer pilots 
from all over the world 

• A Google Drive with open source material including 
project deliverables and stakeholder analysis

• A Dropbox account containing the brand book for 
Cycling Without Age and a guide specific to Radeln 
ohne Alter.

The campaign was very successful, and people of all ages 
and backgrounds expressed an interest in becoming 
volunteer pilots. 

MUNICH
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Getting started   
Within the space of five weeks, 60 people signed up as 
volunteers, and, in the first training weekend 28 people 
were trained as volunteer pilots. During the training, which 
was conducted by the community captain and the two 
members from the national affiliate, volunteers learned 
how the trishaws functioned and how to operate them. 

60 volunteers  
signed up in just five weeks

The training sessions also focused on how the role of a 
volunteer pilot involves more than simply transporting the 
elderly passengers. Volunteers were shown ways in which 
they could engage with their passengers, express curiosity 
and encourage the elderly to share their stories. 

In the midst of a global pandemic
Because COVID-19 entails a heightened risk for the elderly, 
the launch event and the first rides were immediately 
postponed. The subsequent lockdown forced the project 
into standby mode. 

The following five months saw little change in terms of the 
threat of COVID-19, and the care home decided that the 
risks and resources required to restart the project would 
be too high. This meant that the community captain was 
tasked with finding a new partner to get the project back 
on track. While the original stakeholder overview included 
a list of interested organisations that might be willing to 
host the bikes, it was clear that a new solution that allowed 
for greater flexibility would be necessary. 

Other Cycling Without Age chapters in Germany were 
starting to use the trishaws to help vulnerable populations 
in a variety of innovative ways. These included providing 
the immobile or isolated with a means of getting to care 
appointments or to the supermarket. This was a valuable 
and useful response to the increased isolation that many 
experienced as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The Munich chapter of Cycling Without Age decided to 
partner up with ASZ Obermenzing, which provides a space 
in a community house in a district of Munich where elderly 
people who live alone and people with limited mobility can 
connect with each other. By providing these individuals 
with rides to the daily community lunches, the Cycling 
Without Age initiative could help bring people together. 
This model was tested as a possible opportunity for 
restarting the project. 

Overcoming hurdles
The model outlined above is a useful guide for success, but 
getting the programme implemented involved overcoming 
several hurdles:  

Overcoming barriers of fear
Working with vulnerable population groups requires that 
certain precautions need to be taken, and efforts made 
to allay fears. For the elderly, for example, bike rides can 
present a greater risk of injury or infection, and it is natural 
for the residents, their carers and their families to have 
concerns about this. It is important to acknowledge these 
concerns and provide pragmatic solutions. For example, 
demonstrating the safety features of the trishaws to staff 
and relatives is more effective than simply talking about 
them. 

Administration and permissions
Setting up a project such as this often involves obtaining 
various permissions and filling out paperwork. An 
individual who is familiar with the care sector and has 
experience of working with the elderly can help to speed 
up this process. 

Local resources and priorities 
Finding support and a base for the bikes can be a 
challenge, as there are often limited resources and 
competing priorities, especially in vulnerable communities 
where resources are often scarce. Make it clear that the 
project will not be an ongoing drain on the care home’s 
resources and that the long-term benefits outweigh the 
initial efforts required to get the project off the ground. 
Getting a broad, varied group of stakeholders involved 
can bring different competences and perspectives to the 
project. Be agile and open to change. 

“It’s a chance to have a lot of fun in your free time while 
enabling our senior citizens to move through our city feeling 
joy and togetherness.”
Munich community captain
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Success, despite significant 
challenges
Although the COVID-19 pandemic meant that the project 
could not be rolled out as initially planned, it still managed 
to achieve many of its objectives, including performing an 
important social function. There are three positive points 
that merit particular mention: 

1. Trained volunteers
The individuals who volunteered to participate in this 
project came from all walks of life, and brought with 
them stories and experiences of their own. By serving 
the elderly and contributing to their communities, 
the volunteers gained a strong sense of fulfilment 
and satisfaction. The intergenerational relationships 
that can be formed during a project such as this 
strengthen bonds within the community, build trust 
and happiness, and improve quality of life for all those 
involved, particularly the vulnerable. 

2. Built a network of supporters
The project brought together a strong network of 
organisations and people, who were determined, 
innovative and full of goodwill in the face of the 
challenges of the global pandemic. This network of 
supporters form the bedrock of the project and will 
help carry it forward.

3. Mindset shift
Many of the critical stakeholders experienced an 
important shift in mindset early on in the development 
of the project regarding what is possible with the 
elderly. This positive mindset, coupled with an 
increasing focus on mobility in the city, will help 
facilitate more opportunities in the future. 

Catalysts for success 
Strong local champion
The passion and hard-working attitude of the local 
community captain were vital to opening the right doors, 
creating broad engagement and building momentum. 
It is a time-consuming central role that comes with 
responsibility. Most of the processes of implementation 

are coordinated by and driven by this key player. Even with 
support from various sides, bringing all the elements of the 
project together and turning them into successful outputs 
hinges on the skills and motivation of the local champion.  

Open communication
Clear communication – the timely and transparent 
dissemination of information to all stakeholders – was 
key to the success of the project. In terms of development 
and implementation, much was achieved in a short period 
of time, and that would not have been possible without 
strong communication between the Cycling Without Age 
global team, the Cities Changing Diabetes global team, 
Cycling Without Age Germany and the community captain. 
Furthermore, it was also important for the volunteers and 
care home staff to feel well informed about the purpose 
and progress of the project. 

Keep it people focused, pragmatic and story driven
The project was sustained by the people involved and the 
human connections between the participants. The bikes 
acted as vehicles for developing these connections. By 
immersing participants in nature and the community, the 
rides served as a catalyst that allowed participants to open 
up, share their stories and build new relationships. 

“It’s an opportunity to be active, to keep moving while doing 
good. Getting older shouldn’t be associated with illness and 
loneliness.” 
Munich volunteer

“It’s a chance to have a lot of fun in your free time while 
enabling our senior citizens to move through our city feeling 
joy and togetherness.” 

Munich community captain
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Lessons learned

Administration: Depending on the context, 
there may be more administrative work than 
anticipated. Remember to ask for help and 
engage people familiar with the setting. 

Digital promotion: Online spending on social 
media does not have to be a significant 
investment. Many channels can be used 
effectively without spending money on promoting 
posts. Let it be visual and story driven. Ultimately, 
it is an appealing project that resonates with a 
lot of people and subsequently spreads naturally 
through word of mouth.

Low barriers to entry: Make it easy to understand. 
It is rewarding for pilots, passengers and support 
staff. The easier it is to engage and get started, 
the better.

Luck plays a role:  Sometimes you are lucky, and 
the right things happen at the right times in the 
right places; other times, you are not. Be open, 
dynamic and prepared to make changes.

Universal appeal: The fundamentals – wheels, 
nature, community engagement and the chance 
to build relationships – transcend regional and 
national boundaries. This project could work in 
most urban areas.

Next steps
The programme has secured a new base and created a 
robust set-up around it. This has meant a larger target 
group and, with it, more opportunities for people to 
become part of the journey. In Munich, the next steps 
include continuing to offer rides to the elderly and 
building a committed and active base of volunteers. 
With valuable lessons learned during the pandemic, 
project organisers are ready to look to the future and 
the possibility of expanding with new networks into 
new cities and communities. 

References 

1. Tamayo T, Brinks R, Hoyer A, Kuss O, Rathmann W. The Prevalence 
and Incidence of Diabetes in Germany: An Analysis of Statutory 
Health Insurance Data on 65 Million Individuals From the Years 
2009 and 2010 (An analysis of statutory health insurance data on 
65 million individuals from the years 2009 and 2010). 2016.

2. GBD 2013 Risk Factors Collaborators. Global, regional, and na-
tional comparative risk assessment of 79 behavioural, environ-
mental and occupational, and metabolic risks or clusters of risks 
in 188 countries, 1990–2013: a systematic analysis for the Global 
Burden of Disease Study 2013. The Lancet (London, England). 
2015;386(10010):2287.

3. Ley SH, Hamdy O, Mohan V, Hu FB. Prevention and management 
of type 2 diabetes: dietary components and nutritional strategies. 
The Lancet. 2014;383(9933):1999-2007.

4. Cities Changing Diabetes. Understanding the social and cultural 
drivers of urban diabetes. 2020.

8

MUNICH


