
MOTHER VS ATHLETE: 
The experiences of elite athletes during pregnancy

Highlights from: Pushing for change: a qualitative study of the experiences
of elite athletes during pregnancy1,2

Athletes train and compete at the elite level during their reproductive 
years, yet sport policies that support pregnant athletes are lacking.

Female athletes say they must ‘make the tough decision’ between 
being a mother or an elite athlete in a system that typically does
not support being both.

Sport organizations need to intentionally create environments
and networks that value and support pregnancy.

03 TRAINING PREGNANT ATHLETIC BODIES
Athletes say: they feel ill-equipped to make the right decisions for training while 
pregnant and are skeptical of guidelines given by healthcare providers, coaches and 
trainers because of the lack of evidence-based information directly relevant for 
athletes. They have concerns about safety for both training while pregnant and the 
impact of training on getting pregnant.

ACTION NEEDED:

Increase high-quality research into the impact of elite-level training during 
pregnancy (eg, fertility, safety, limits and health outcomes).

Improve knowledge translation of evidence-based recommendations to 
athletes, coaches, and healthcare providers.

Provide training and education to healthcare providers on evidence-based 
recommendations for training and competing during pregnancy.

There may be guidelines that exist, but I’m not convinced they apply 
to athletes.

01 PREGNANCY PLANNING & FERTILITY
Athletes say: when planning to conceive, competition schedule, funding and fertility 
issues are important considerations.

ACTION NEEDED:

Educate coaches, medical professionals, and athletes of reproductive age 
about the impact of training on the menstrual cycle and fertility.

Develop clear maternity leave policies and support to allow athletes to plan 
for pregnancy.

During an Olympic cycle, you want to get pregnant in the first year 
of the cycle before your  quadrennial...like you have a very narrow 
window to try and succeed or wait another four years.

02 PREGNANCY DISCLOSURE & DISCRIMINATION
Athletes say: they hesitate to share their pregnancy with coaches or their sport 
organisation, in fear of losing their team position or having their commitment to 
the sport questioned.

I feel like I can’t have open communication [with coaches] because 
I’m so afraid of what will be taken from me. That’s not really fair… 
I’m also keeping my mouth shut just in order to preserve what’s 
mine type of thing.

ACTION NEEDED:

Provide training sessions to athletes, coaches, medical professionals
and sporting organisations on promoting a supportive environment for
pregnant athletes.

Increase the visibility of athletes who have successfully navigated pregnancy 
and elite sport.

Develop antidiscrimination laws to support athletes who become pregnant.

SUPPORTIVE NETWORK & EQUITABLE FUNDING
Athletes say: a supportive network and equitable funding are crucial to be able to 
maintain a career as an elite athlete while pregnant. 

ACTION NEEDED:

Normalise and value pregnancy and elite sport by developing best- practice 
policies and funding to support pregnancy.

Promote and provide greater visibility of athletes who successfully navigated 
pregnancy and elite sport.

Develop networks for athletes considering pregnancy to speak with others 
about shared experiences.

A supportive partner has been huge for me, a supportive coach, some-
one who can understand the woman’s body and what it goes through 
[during pregnancy].
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2. All 20 athletes that participated in the study had trained or competed at the elite level immediately prior to becoming pregnant. All participants 
identified as women. 


