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Two things are key to maintaining a
healthy weight: eating a balanced diet
and taking regular exercise. Yet the
modern world seems to conspire against
both: so many calories, so easy to
become a couch potato. In an effort to
address rising rates of obesity, and
recognising that pregnancy is often a
time when women gain weight that they
do not lose, NICE has recently published
new guidance.1 The review of evidence
on which the guidance is based identified
many gaps. It is not clear from published
research what is optimal weight gain
during pregnancy, when is the most
effective time for women to start
‘managing their weight’ after childbirth,
nor the rate at which women should aim
to lose weight in the postnatal period. In
particular, ‘there is a lack of evidence on
safe, effective interventions for women
who are obese but who do not have
diabetes, and (for) those who are
breastfeeding’.1 However, much greater
attention is being focused on these
questions because the public health
consequences of not addressing them
are considerable.

In terms of future pregnancies,
evidence suggests that ‘even a relatively
small gain of 1–2 BMI units (kg/m2) may
increase the risk of gestational
hypertension and gestational diabetes,
even in women who are not overweight
or obese. It also increases the likelihood
of giving birth to a large baby.’ Additional
risks for women who are obese when
they become pregnant include ‘impaired
glucose tolerance and gestational
diabetes, miscarriage, pre-eclampsia,
thromboembolism and maternal death.’ 1

Women with babies and young
children are recommended to ‘make
activities such as walking, cycling,
swimming, aerobics and gardening part
of everyday life and build activity into
daily life’, and agencies running weight-

loss programmes are encouraged to
‘address the reasons why someone
might find it difficult to lose weight’.1

Hackney & Islington NCT
mums exercise survey – Jo
Edwards reports
I was involved in the consultation
process for the NICE guideline Dietary
interventions and physical activity
interventions for weight management
before, during and after pregnancy, as a
volunteer representing NCT.  There was a
lot of expertise at the stakeholder
meeting on medical, dietary and
nutritional aspects of pregnancy and
women’s weight, but I queried the
practical realities of new mothers’ access
to exercise. A 2007 study by the
Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation
found that only a fifth of UK women are
doing enough exercise to remain
healthy,2 and I thought the difficulties of
exercising after birth might act as a
further deterrent. This had not yet been
studied and, with the agreement of NCT, I
conducted a small survey of new
mothers. As a postnatal tea-group co-
ordinator for my area of Hackney &
Islington NCT, I had access to many new
mothers. 

I am an architect, not a social
researcher, but I designed a survey which
provides some useful pointers to the
difficulties facing women who want to
exercise after birth, and I made
suggestions about what could help. 

I asked two questions: 

1. What has made it difficult for you to
exercise since having a baby?

2. What has helped you?

I received feedback from 49 women who
all had babies under one year old; some

also had toddlers and older children.
They came from a range of backgrounds
and nationalities, though few were
socially deprived. The issues raised are
likely to be universal, though more
deprived groups would have more
economic barriers to exercise. 

What makes it difficult?
Some common themes emerged among
the women’s responses. One of the top
barriers to exercising, mentioned by
numerous women, was sleep
deprivation. Several women also
mentioned the lack of crèches or places
they could leave their baby while they
exercised. One woman wrote: 

‘The one leisure centre near here with a
crèche is incredibly cheap and you don’t
have to be a member to use it, so in
theory it’s great. However, in practice, to
have any chance of getting a place you
have to book six days ahead, which you
can only do if you’re a member, which
costs £40 per month AND you have to
phone six days in advance at exactly 7am
then hang on for 10 or more minutes
going round and round the phone
system till you get through to
reception...and then you have to hope to
get one of the very few places in the
crèche.’

Another said: 

‘I am keen on fitness and I am a
competitive swimmer. I swam
throughout pregnancy. In fact, I swam a
mile the day I gave birth! Now the baby is
here it’s really difficult to get the chance
to swim. The main thing is not having
anyone to look after the baby while I
swim.’

Others mentioned that they would need
classes they could take their baby to: 

Supporting women to exercise after giving birth –
what strategies can help?
Mary Newburn, head of research and information, introduces NICE guidance on weight
management and the impact of weight gain during pregnancy. NCT member Jo Edwards
reports on a survey she carried out showing the barriers making it difficult for women to
exercise after having a baby.
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‘I would need to take my baby with me
(as am breastfeeding on demand).’
‘My local gym has two excellent post
pregnancy classes where you can take a
baby. I’m finding it hard to get to one, as I
have a toddler and a baby.’

Cost was also an issue for some women: 

‘Prior to children I was Ms Fit, always at
the gym.  Now, I never go and am still
overweight after the birth of my
daughter, 11 months ago. I have two
children and it all comes down to
finances.  I can’t afford to join a gym –
who's got £40+ a month to spare these
days? I can’t afford to pay someone to
look after my children while I go and
exercise during the day when I actually
have energy to go and do something.’

Many women simply didn’t have the time
or energy to fit in regular exercise, or
found their baby’s needs didn’t fit in with
fixed sessions: 

‘It’s impossible to always be punctual with
a baby, so how can I get to a class?’

‘It is great to have something you can
drop in on. I find every day is different and
committing to something is not so easy.’

‘All my energy is going into my baby.’

A few were still suffering the effects of
pregnancy or birth:

‘I have sore joints so going running was a
disaster!’

‘My pelvic floor is really tender. I can’t
bounce or run with any comfort.’

A few also mentioned issues with milk
supply, finding that their milk almost
disappeared if they exercised.

What helped?
Asked what had helped them to exercise,
almost all the women who responded
mentioned walking with the buggy.
Typical comments were:

‘Pushing the pram miles (twins),
especially as getting on the bus is not
always possible.’

‘Walking to places instead of getting

public transport as it’s easier/less hassle
with a buggy and keeps you fit.’
Many found that group walking exercises
in local parks helped:

‘Pushy Mums [a local scheme] definitely
helped me, although the fact that you
have to block book the classes is slightly
off putting – I think I only went four times
in the end.’

‘Pram Attack is a PAYG exercise class with
the buggy and is on four times a week, so
there is a lot of choice and flexibility on
when I can go and is also very good
value.’

Some women were able to integrate
exercise into daily life: 

‘I walk my older kids to school.’

‘I cycle to work.’

‘Try copying what your baby does – it’s
great for stomach muscles.’

Others had found it helped to team up
with other mothers:

‘I and a group of mothers who met
through the NCT meet at the Lido once a
week and take turns swimming and
watching others’ babies. Maybe the NCT
could have a scheme of putting mothers
together on an email list who want to do
this kind of exercise share.’

‘I went to a local Pilates teacher for one-
on-one sessions. Sometimes I “shared”
the session with another mum and
sometimes we did a baby swap, I looked
after hers while she went, and she looked
after mine while I went. It's all quite
complicated and you definitely have to
plan in advance!’

Other solutions included exercising once
their partner was home:

‘When I have been able to exercise
without my baby (usually weekends) I’ve
found swimming very good physically and
mentally.’

‘I make dinner and run out after asking
my husband to make sure to arrive by six
and bathe and feed baby. He’d put dinner
in the oven and I would return at 7:30-ish

so we could easily have dinner at a
normal time without one of us feeling too
stressed.’

Exercise DVDs were another option. One
woman said:

‘My solution was to buy a DVD on
Postnatal Rescue and do it at home for 15
minutes.’

Recommendations
The NICE guideline incorporated my
recommendation, based on this research,
that local authorities and leisure centres
should do more to help women exercise
after they have given birth. The guideline
says: 

‘Local authority leisure and community
services should offer women with babies
and children the opportunity to take part
in a range of physical or recreational
activities. This could include swimming,
organised walks, cycling or dancing.
Activities need to be affordable and
available at times that are suitable for
women with older children as well as
those with babies. Where possible,
affordable childcare (for example, a
crèche) should be provided and provision
made for women who wish to breastfeed.’

References
1. National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence. Dietary
interventions and physical activity interventions for weight
management before, during and after pregnancy. London:
National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence; 2010.
Available from: www.nice.org.uk/guidance/PH27   
2. Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation. It's time: future
forecasts for women participation in sport and exercise. London:
Women's Sport and Fitness Foundation; 2010. Available from:
http://www.wsff.org.uk/publications/reports/its-time-future-
forecasts-womens-particiation-sport-and-exercise 

How NCT workers could promote
exercise

• Lobby for better access to crèches
at leisure centres and more
mother-and-baby classes.

• Lobby for postnatal exercise
classes with suitably trained
leaders.

• Provide information about what
exercise is safe to do after birth.

Supporting women to exercise after giving birth – what strategies can help?
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