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Cycling Proficiency
Cycling Proficiency served the cycling 

community well for many years. It was 
based on the concept of safety for 
cyclists being afforded by separation from 
motorized traffic. The constant refrain from 
former instructors and ‘seasoned’ riders 
was “get over to the left – keep out of 
the way of the traffic”. This was all very 
well in the halcyon days of quiet country 
roads, not so many motor vehicles and 

greater numbers of people riding bikes. On 
today’s roads with much higher volumes 
of traffic, being driven by seemingly less 
patient drivers, cyclists need a whole new 
set of skills, in fact a completely different 
way of thinking, in order to ride effectively, 
and thereby safely, in and with the motoring 
fraternity. To put it simply, they need to think 
and behave like advanced drivers. They 
need to take their rightful place on the road, 
integrated with the rest of the traffic.PRIMARY POSITION

SECONDARY POSITION

PRIMARY POSITION
SECONDARY POSITION

National Standards
National Standards (Bikeability) for 

cyclists represent this new way of 
thinking; “Cycling Proficiency for the 
21st Century” as the strap-line goes. 
An effective rider always occupies the 
moving traffic lane, either in its left hand 
third, roughly in line with the near-side of a 
car in the same place – thus ensuring that 
she/he can be seen and that drivers have 
to manoeuvre to overtake – or, if need be, 

the middle of the lane – thus preventing 
being overtaken and leaving themselves 
free to turn, overtake, change lanes etc. 
These riding positions are variously known 
as ‘normal’ and ‘taking the lane’ or, 
technically, ‘secondary’ and ‘primary’.
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In addition to the manoeuvres mentioned 
previously, on narrow estate roads, it’s 
recommended that cyclists take the lane 
when passing a side road on their left. 
This enhances their visibility, especially 
for drivers approaching the junction from 
the side road who, quite naturally, will be 
looking in the middle of the lane for other 
motor vehicles. It also deters an impatient 
following driver from overtaking, rushing 
up to the junction and turning sharply in 
front of the cyclist; sometimes referred to 
as being ‘left hooked’. This technique 

is now taught to children but equally 
applies to adult riders making the same 
manoeuvre. Of course, on busy main 
roads it wouldn’t be practical to adopt a full 
primary position whilst passing every side 
road, but a somewhat nuanced version 
of the technique is still recommended. 

A glance behind as one approaches 
a junction, making eye contact with 
closely following drivers, and ‘edging’ 
out into the lane slightly further, in effect 
‘pushing’ the moving traffic further right, 
should deter the potential left hook and 

make one just that bit more easily seen.
This way of riding is, to a large extent, 

communicating the cyclist’s intention to 
other road users. In the secondary position, 
she/he is saying “I want to see and be seen 
and I don’t mind if you overtake me, but 
you need to do it safely”. By taking the lane, 
riding in the primary position, the cyclist 
is saying “I want to see and be seen and 
I don’t want to be overtaken right now”. 

In addition to these techniques, the 
overarching watchwords of Observation, 
Anticipation and Negotiation need to be 

taken into account. The rider should always 
know what’s going on around them; where 
possible making eye contact with drivers 
and other road users. Looking well ahead, 
anticipating what the traffic in front is going 
to do and planning accordingly, should 
become second nature, and negotiating 
when necessary with the drivers around 
them makes for a harmonious journey. 
This skill set can easily be practiced 
and mastered by the averagely fit and 
competent bike handler and, once adopted, 
turns her/him into a very effective traffic rider.

Primary position 
passing side road 
on the left

Primary position 
overtaking a 
parked car
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Filtering in Traffic
Following the previous advice is fine whilst 

the rest of the traffic is more or less moving 
at a faster pace than we can, or want, to 
ride. What happens if it slows down and 
congestion occurs? Quite logically, we could 
simply join the queue and wait patiently in 
the primary position with everyone else. 
However, this is where the bicycle really 
comes into its own in the urban environment. 
A cyclist is far more manoeuvrable, has 

far greater visibility and is more acutely 
aware of what’s going on around them 
than a driver. This enables she/he to move 
quickly through slow moving or stationary 
traffic and be on their way while drivers 
sit and fume about being late for work.

Let’s look at what an effective rider 
would do in a typical rush-hour commuting 
situation when the traffic ahead starts to 
slow. The first consideration would be to 
‘take the lane’ that they’re already in. How 

soon they do this would depend on the 
volume and speed of the traffic and their 
own speed; sooner rather than later 
being the watchwords. We assume, of 
course, that appropriate observing and 
negotiating are going on throughout. 
The next consideration will depend on a 
number of things. Is there a junction ahead? 
Is it traffic lights or a roundabout, or some 
other form of road layout? Is the rider 
going straight on or turning left or right? 

If necessary, moving to and ‘taking’ the 
appropriate lane comes next. Remember, 
up to this point, our rider is still thinking 
like a driver but, as the traffic ahead 
slows, the rider now has the advantage.

Assuming we’re on a multi-lane road, the 
next consideration is where do we filter? Is 
it to be down the left-hand side, between 
the lanes, or on the outside? There’s no 
right or wrong answer; every situation 
is different. Let’s look at each in turn.

Multi-lane road with two 
lanes of traffic and rider 
in primary position in left 
hand lane

Multi-lane road with two 
lanes of traffic with the rider 
well back from the traffic. 
Decide where best to filter
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Filtering on the left
Filtering on the left is what most 

untrained cyclists do. It intuitively feels 
‘natural’ and it’s what most drivers will 
be expecting. Cyclists need to be as 
visible as possible to other road users 
all of the time. Let’s look for a moment 
at the average driver’s behaviour when 
wanting to know what’s going on behind 
them. They will probably use their inside 
mirror by default, then possibly their 

off-side but rarely – unless a professional 
– will they use their near-side mirror. 
Left-filtering riders are far less likely to 
be seen. Passengers, especially during 
commuting periods, will often make 
a sudden decision to exit a stationary 
car or van in the left hand lane. Many a 
car door has been opened into a cycle 
lane – with painful consequences!

Filtering up the left hand side 
of high-sided vehicles is almost 

a complete NO, unless the rider is 
absolutely sure that the HGV or bus 
isn’t going to move before they can 
get beyond the cab, out of the driver’s 
blind-spot and back into their field of 
vision. The best advice is to only do this 
if, for example, the high-sided vehicle is 
stopped at traffic lights which have just 
turned red, and the cyclist is familiar with 
the light sequence and knows for certain 
that they have plenty of time. However, 

in spite of this advice, if a rider does 
misjudge the situation and finds her/
himself alongside a bus or HGV starting 
to pull away, they must not hang back, 
which might seem like the intuitive thing 
to do, rather, pedal really fast to get to the 
front and back into the line of sight. You 
might well incur the driver’s wrath, but at 
least you’ll be alive to hear the expletives!

Remember, drivers often turn left 
without indicating.

Multi-lane road with two 
lanes of traffic and rider 
filtering down the left 
hand side. Be aware of 
car doors opening

Multi-lane road with two lanes 
of traffic with a large vehicle at 
the head of the left hand lane. 
Left filtering rider just back from 
the front of the queue
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Multi-lane road with two 
lanes of traffic and rider 
filtering between lanes

Multi-lane road with two 
lanes of traffic and rider 
filtering down the off-side, 
with oncoming vehicle

Filtering between lanes
Filtering between lanes can be useful. 

There’s little likelihood of car doors opening 
and the rider is more visible. However, it does 
present some hazards. Drivers don’t always 

proceed in straight lines and the space 
between lanes can narrow quite quickly. 
The rider needs to be constantly aware of 
drivers who decide to change lanes, often 
without indicating and/or any use of mirrors.

Filtering on the outside
Filtering on the outside is probably the 

preferred option. As long as the road’s centre 
line is dotted and not continuous, the normal 
rules of overtaking apply. It presents similar 
hazards as between the lanes, insomuch 
as one may encounter drivers deciding 
to pull out and overtake without warning. 

Of course the rider, too, has to now deal 
with oncoming traffic but, whereas a driver 
needs the whole lane clear to overtake, the 
rider can ‘negotiate’ with oncoming drivers 
and occupy the other side of the road in 
a contra-flow situation whilst overtaking. 
This needs constant reading of the road 
ahead and a high level of anticipation.
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What happens when congestion eases 
and the traffic reaches a speed faster 
than the cyclist wants to ride at? If in 
the left hand lane it’s easy, simply move 
over into the secondary riding position 
and allow other traffic to overtake when 
it’s safe to do so. Remember, though, 
one must be prepared to take the lane 
again if the there’s a likelihood of being 

‘squeezed’ by a central reservation or 
other road-narrowing infrastructure.

Whilst filtering between or on the 
outside of lines of traffic and, of course, 
anticipating the situation ahead, the 
rider should be constantly looking 
for refuges or stations as they are 
technically called; gaps in the traffic 
into which they can move as the line 

of vehicles ‘concertinas’ out. The 
untrained rider in this situation often 
slows down in order to slot back into 
the traffic queue. It may sound counter-
intuitive, but this is the opposite of what 
should be done. The correct thing to 
do is speed up, whilst looking two, 
three, four or more vehicles ahead 
and choosing a suitable refuge to slot 

into. The secret is to ride purposefully, 
making eye contact with drivers around 
you so that your intention is clear to 
everyone. Practiced a few times, this 
manoeuvre can be carried out smoothly, 
without making any other vehicle 
change speed or direction. In this way, 
a cyclist can move from lane to lane in 
harmony with the rest of the traffic.

Multi-lane road with two lanes of traffic 
and rider filtering down the off-side, 
signalling their intention to join the 
outside traffic line, with an identified 
gap a few cars in front of them

Multi-lane road with two 
lanes of traffic and rider 
in the identified gap
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Roundabouts 
and Complex Gyratories

Following the above techniques and 
thinking like a driver should allow a 
cyclist to negotiate these road layouts 
without too much trouble. It probably 
goes without saying that one should take 
the lane appropriate to one’s intended 
exit, just like a driver. Again, how early 
this is done will depend on one’s own 
speed as well as the volume and speed 
of the traffic. If traffic is backed up on the 
approach, filtering as above applies too. 
However, slightly different considerations 
need to be taken on reaching the 
roundabout and whilst actually on it.

Although occasionally unavoidable, 
the secret to smooth negotiation of 
roundabouts is to do it without stopping. 
On the approach, a cyclist’s superior 
all round vision should enable her/
him to anticipate the speed of traffic 
already on the roundabout coming from 
the right and adjust their own speed 
in order to slot into gaps in the flow. 
The rider’s superior acceleration over 
short distances allows them to do this, 
where a driver could not, and is perfectly 
acceptable if done without causing 
another vehicle to have to change speed 

or direction. Although frowned upon in 
some quarters, a useful technique on 
multi-lane approaches is to use a vehicle 
to one’s right as a ‘shield’ when entering 
the roundabout. This can be particularly 
effective where high volumes of fast 
moving traffic is on the roundabout to 
the right and the rider is able to move 
out alongside a slower moving vehicle 
that ‘pushes’ its way into the flow.

Once on the roundabout, the idea is 
to keep command of the appropriate 
lane, whilst influencing by eye contact 
and negotiation, drivers in adjacent 
lanes, thus preparing the way for any 
lane changes required for a smooth 
exit. The Highway Code is ambiguous 
on this and seems to recommend riding 
around the outside of a roundabout. 
This is definitely at odds with good 
practice, as it puts the cyclist at the 
mouth of each intermediate entry and 
exit point. The rider should endeavour 
to stay in the flow of traffic which is 
going the same way, making their 
intentions clear to drivers around 
them all the time, and holding the lane 
until clear of the roundabout, only 
reverting to secondary riding position 
when it’s safe to be overtaken.
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Putting all the previous techniques into practice can turn the 
average cyclist into a very effective traffic rider. Immense 
satisfaction can be gained from being fully integrated with 

other commuting traffic thus being able to move quickly across 
town, arriving at one’s destination alert, in a positive frame of 

mind and ready to face the day’s challenges.


