
All but a handful of elite women riders have to fit in training 
around full-time jobs — just like most amateurs. What can we 
learn from how they manage such demanding schedules?

These women’s 
work: profession 
plus elite cycling

Chris Sidwells

Fitness

hy do so many more 
elite women racing 
cyclists have full-

time jobs compared to their male 
counterparts? Moreover, how do 
those women who work full-time 
and race at a very high level fit in 
their training? And what can you,  
as an amateur who has to fit in 
training around myriad other 
commitments, learn from their 
discipline and routines? What's 
certain is that elite women have 
to approach their training with 

ingenuity, smart time-management 
and, of course, sheer determination. 

It’s no secret that women in 
cycling don’t get paid nearly  
as much as men. At every level 
there’s a discrepancy. Take the 
WorldTour, where each men’s 
team, and these figures are from 
2013, has an annual budget of  
€10m to €25m, whereas a women’s  
team has more like €500,000. Or 
take elite racing in the UK: most 
male riders, certainly the regular 
winners, are full-time racers — yet 
among the women this is true only 
of those on British Cycling plans.
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Storey's view
Dame Sarah Storey on the  
gender equality gap in cycling

CW: What’s the situation  
like now?
Sarah Storey: The number of 
women racing has increased, there 
is more motivation to ride, a better 
programme of races, and organisers 
have done a lot for equal prize money 
in some races, but the teams are 
funded at the same level they have 
been for a while. In the UK you’ll find 
none of the riders are paid, and most 
teams are run by volunteers. It’s 
similar in the UCI WorldTour set-up: 
there are probably a lot of unpaid 
riders there.

CW: What can be done to bring 
about change?
SS: There’s no easy fix. The key 
is more TV coverage of women’s 
racing, then companies would 
invest in teams to get their 
company logos and names on TV. 
But even the companies who are 
committed to covering women’s 
racing, like Vox Women, need funds. 
They need funds from adverts so 
they can cover races, so they need 
the TV channels to give women’s 
racing more air time.

CW: So more coverage is crucial, 
but is there anything that could 
be done to improve the coverage 
of women’s racing that  
exists now?
SS: Yes, what coverage there is 
is squeezed in around the men’s 
races. Take the Tour Series — the 
coverage is some chit-chat, then 
the first lap, then 
the finish, but the 
story of the race 
isn’t being told.Emma Cockcroft:  

Let there be light
"People sleep too much 
anyway, especially in 

winter when short days make you 
sleepy. Get one of those Lumie lights 
for winter, so you get a good dose of 
strong light, like sunshine, every day. 
Then you won’t feel like you need 
more sleep in the winter."

Bianchi Dama’s  
time-saving advice

Jess Duffy:  
Prepare the night before
“If you are training early 
in the morning lay all your 

cycling kit out the night before. Then 
you just get up, put your cycling kit 
on, and you’re out on the bike without 
thinking about it.”

Georgie Panchaud:  
Train before not  
after work
“I find it’s harder to mo-

tivate myself to train after work. You 
might be tired or have things to think 
about, plus work might be longer than 
you expected. I always train before 
work, even when I was at university 
and doing my veterinary rotations.”

Charlotte Colclough:  
Make a date
“If you arrange to meet 
a group at a certain 

time, it makes getting out on dark 
cold nights a lot easier, because 
there’s a social element to training 
that way as well.”

Sarah King:  
Turbo power
“I find that 45 minutes 
on the rollers or turbo 

doing time trial efforts really gets 
me fired up. It’s a session you can 
fit in anywhere, and once I get 
going I get into doing the effort. 
It’s straightforward, time-saving 
training, but really effective.”

A few tips on how to make the 
most of your limited time available 
for training from a team that 
knows all about getting the most 
bang from their training buck.

It's a similar story at the  
Bianchi Dama team, who compete 
at elite level in the UK, riding 
televised races such as the Tour 
Series. They all work or study  
full-time, and their jobs and 
studies are demanding. 

I met the team at a pre-season 
get-together in the Midlands.  
The idea was to discover how  
they fit their training around  
their studies or jobs, but also  
to ask their views on where  
women’s racing is now, where  
it’s going, and what can be done  
to close the gender gap.

As a junior doctor, Bethan 
Stubbs is particularly

pressed for time
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More TV time: the future 
of women’s cycling
When I asked the Bianchi Dama team members 
whether they would like to race full-time if the 
opportunity came at the top level, even if only 
for a year, they all said yes. The opportunity 
could come if there was more money in the 
women’s WorldTour. Prize money in some races 
has increased, but the sponsors are reluctant 
to invest in the teams. Why is that? Luckily we 
had the managing director of Bianchi UK, Paul 
Griffin, at the meeting, and he thinks the answer 
is straightforward.

“It’s TV exposure,” he says. “If a business 
sponsors a men’s WorldTour team it gets 
hours and hours of TV exposure — three 
weeks during a Grand Tour when your name 
or logo can be on the TV every day. That’s 
why businesses from outside cycling, big 
businesses with deep pockets, sponsor men’s 
teams. If women’s cycling gets more TV time, 
then those sponsors will invest in it. 

“We got involved with this team because 
women are an important market in cycling. 
Our women’s-specific bikes account for 14 
per cent of total sale, but we know women 

buy a lot of men’s bikes as well. Plus — and 
it’s only anecdotal evidence from our dealers 
but it’s consistent — women increase the unit 
price of items bought in bike shops. They are 
style-drivers, they buy good-quality items, 
and if women and men shop together as 
couples, they increase the unit price of the 
goods that men buy. That’s very important 
for shops, because selling bikes isn’t usually a 
problem, it’s clothing that can stick and soak 
up profit.”

Bridging the gap
There is no doubt that increased media 
coverage of women’s cycling, especially on 
TV, is the key to closing the gender gap on 
earnings. Everybody, from the UCI to the racers 
themselves, agree on that. But the Bianchi 
Dama riders stress that things are improving.

Sarah King says, “It’s changing. There were 
more women than men in the Tour Series last 
year, and coverage has gone from two minutes 
to 20 minutes. And there were 140 women in 
the 2016 Lincoln Grand Prix. The equal prize 
money in some races is good too.”

There are signs that things are changing 
that could result in the gender gap closing, but 

there’s a long way to go. Sponsors are there 
waiting, they know the potential value women 
can add to their profits. Coverage is the key — 
more TV coverage means more investment 
and increased earnings. 

It can happen but it needs everyone 
involved: race organisers, teams, the media 
and cycling’s governing bodies to work 
together at all levels to build women’s cycling. 
It will take time; the talent is there, and so, 
among many, is the will to do it.   

 

the time you get back home you 
are so tired at work on Monday.” 

Make it count
Bethan Stubbs is a junior doctor, 
and the demands of that job are 
always in the spotlight.

“I’m on my feet all day, from 
when I start at 7.45am until I  
get home at around 5.30pm,"  

she explains.
 "It might be later, and 

you’ve got things on your 
mind, so the motivation to 
go training can be hard. 
What I do, though, is make 
sure I do a two-hour ride 
twice a week. I know that’s 
what I can cope with. I 
make the two rides count, 
and I enjoy them.

“For me, training is a 
good time not to think 

about work, so I look forward to 
my training sessions that way.  
It’s hard to be consistent, though. 
If I’m doing a night shift I don’t 
ride. I might try to go to the  
gym instead.”

The message from Stubbs is, do 
what you know you can do, what 

The campaigner

“I make sure I do 
a two-hour ride 
twice a week — I 
make the most 
of the rides and I 
enjoy them”

Jess Duffy, co-organiser of  
the South West Women’s  
Road Race Series 

CW: You have a demanding job, 
working 60 hours a week, and  
you train and race at a high level. 
Why are you also working to pro-
mote women’s racing in  
the South-West?
Jess Duffy: I just thought 
somebody had to do it. It’s no  
good complaining if you aren’t  
doing something about it.

CW: What is the key to  
achieving gender equality  
in women’s cycling?
JD: For me, in what I can affect at 
the level I work, it’s getting the flow 
right. Things are improving at the 
top end, and should continue to do 
so, but that’s outside my influence. 
What I can do is work to get the flow 
right, get a proper progression from 
entry to elite level. That’s what I’m 
trying to help do in the South-West. 

CW: What do you mean by getting 
the flow right?
JD: We need to work harder with the 
junior level riders. There are plenty 
of events for novices, but fewer for 
juniors. And we also need more 
road races, but putting races on the 
open road is becoming expensive, 
so maybe some help from a central 
body is needed there. 

Basically, though, the 
opportunities aren’t there for junior 

Duffy is laying a foundation
from which she hopes
women’s cycling will boom

Fitness

Focus on quality
Emma Cockcroft answered my first 
question: “Quality over quantity is 
the main thing. If you have less time 
to train, then go harder in the time 
you’ve got. As a sports scientist, 
in my opinion the whole idea of 
putting in lots of base training is 
crap,” she says.

Time management is important 
too, and Cockcroft is a 
glowing example. She’s a 
graduate student studying 
for a PhD, which she 
works on during journeys 
to the Midlands and at 
any opportunity during 
the weekend so as to meet 
deadlines without eating 
into her training time.

Charlotte Colclough 
doesn’t feel that full-time 
work affects her training 
for UK racing, although she says: 
“It would be nice to be a full-time 
cyclist, to really give it a go, and to 
race in Europe you have to be full-
time because it’s more demanding 
and there’s more travel. I’ve raced 
in Belgium some weekends, and 
with the travel on top of races, by 

riders across the country yet, and 
until they are we could lose riders who 
might make it to elite level. We have to 
rely too much on family and friends to 
put on women’s racing at the moment, 
and that won’t build the big base  
that’s needed to support the top of  
the pyramid, which is the elite riders.

CW: So you see one of the keys to 
gender equality is building a big  
base rather than changing things  
at the top.
JD: As far as my role in the 
development of women’s cycling goes, 
yes. There are people working at the 
top end of the sport, but what I’m doing 
is trying to build a racing community 

that women can feel part of. That 
gives them confidence, competition 
and skills so they develop as cyclists.

In the South-West we put on a 
women’s race day, and we are doing 
the same this year on March 4. It will 
have two fourth-category races, one 
of them for novices, and they will 
be the star events of the day, not an 
elite race.

So yes, I’m trying to build the base 
of the pyramid to make women’s 
cycling stronger and provide the 
tools for progression. I believe that 
will pay off at the top end of the 
sport, making elite racing better 
because there will be more riders 
with the right skills to draw from.   

the demands of your job will sup-
port, and be content with that. 

Fretting about not doing enough 
training only adds to any stress 
from your job. Anyway, the two 
nights a week training, so long 
as they provide a good training 
stimulus, plus a race at weekends, 
is a tried-and-tested training 
model that has worked for years. 
Many people over-complicate their 
training, and their fitness drops 
because of it.

Jess Duffy works in child protec-
tion safeguarding 16-year-olds, 
and she says: “It’s the sort of job 
where you can never choose when 
you’ll leave work, so I get up early 
and do my training before.

 I think it’s always good to have 
a purpose too. So whenever you 
train you can say I’m doing this 
ride because... and put in what you 
want to achieve.

“Being part of a team spurs me on 
too. It’s refreshing to be with people 
from different backgrounds. 

We’ve certainly bonded as a 
team; there’s a great atmosphere 
and everybody who has come in 
has picked up on that.”

Building a female 
racing community

TV coverage is key to
closing the gender gap
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