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A qualitative exploration of women Returning to sport after having children.



Introduction:

Physical activity is well known for its numerous psychological and physiological benefits.  This includes improving cardiovascular health, mood, confidence and social 
Engagement . Despite the positive effects of physical activity, a large number of individuals do not reach the requirements set by the World Health Organisation (2025); therefore, we need to comprehend why this is prevalent. For mothers in particular, returning to sport can be a daunting and challenging process. According to research, mothers face multiple obstacles including a lack of motivation, body image concerns, exhaustion, limited resources, and time constraints (Saligheh et al.,2016; Evason et al.,2009). Another obstacle that mothers frequently encounter is societal and cultural expectations of parenting, which can have a detrimental effect on women's confidence and their perceived right to allocate time to themselves, especially for sport and exercise (Mailey et al.,2014;Sirc,2022). While studies have looked into physical activity and engagement among women, there have been minimal qualitative studies on motherhood experiences and sports. This field of research reveals that mothers continue to be under-represented in both research and practice. Generally, motherhood is rarely related with sports engagement; mothers are typically recognised and supported in a different light (Davenport et al., 2022). As a result, women who become mothers are frequently excluded from sports initiatives, narratives and policies , minimising and undervaluing their experiences  (Tighe et al.,2023) Despite these challenges, some mothers have achieved notable success in sport. For instance, Mary Abbott, recognised as the first Olympic mother, competed at the 1900 Paris Olympics, finishing in seventh place (Davenport et al., 2022). However, it is unclear what kinds of support, if any, were available to athlete mothers like Abbott in returning to sport, as well as what frameworks were in place to facilitate their participation. In recent years, there has been a nuanced shift towards acknowledging and supporting the needs of professional athlete mothers. National governing bodies, such as UK Sport (2021), have implemented  measures to help athletes return to training and competition following childbirth. For example, in “2021, UK Sport released its Pregnancy Guidance for Athletes and Sports”, which provides help and  financial assistance for athletes during pregnancy and postpartum. While these improvements are significant, they mostly benefit high-performance, elite-level athletes. In contrast, there is a  notable gap in academic research and policymaking for mothers who participate in non-elite, club, or recreational sports, whose obstacles and experiences may be very different from those of professional athletes. Additionally, while there is guidance for pregnancy and postpartum, what is often overlooked is women who return to the sport after an extended period away from it. 
Despite the disadvantages to those who aren't professional athletes, many mothers still choose to return to sport , research shows that intrinsic motivation is a major incentive for their involvement. Mothers often return to sport and exercise after having children because they want to regain a sense of ‘identity’, improve their physical fitness, socialise and serve as positive role models for their children (Deery et al.,2025).Miller and Strachan (2020) claim that many women of small children feel guilty about taking time for themselves to exercise or participate in sports. This guilt is frequently motivated by extrinsic factors such as social expectations, for example, mothers  should constantly prioritise their children's needs over their own (Sirc,2022). As a result of this guilt, many women no longer associate themselves with sport and physical activity, which leads to poor health outcomes. Understanding how mothers deal with all of the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects surrounding this topic is critical for implementing  strategies and policies to increase their participation in sports and physical activity.

Aim:
The main purpose of this study is to investigate and explore the experiences of mothers who have returned to sport, with a focus on the motivations, challenges, and types of support that influence their participation. While elite athletes have received more recognition, the experiences of mothers participating in non-elite, club, or recreational sports are generally overlooked and undervalued. Understanding these experiences is crucial for governing bodies, sports clubs and  committees to create  policies and practices that encourage women to continue participating in sports and fitness while also navigating motherhood, whether during the postpartum period or years after. Additionally, this study aims to explore whether there are differences in motivations, challenges, and support needs between mothers returning to sport shortly after childbirth compared to those returning after a longer break. Furthermore, this research aims to investigate whether experiences differ between mothers participating in team sport compared to  individual sports, and how these differences may influence their engagement and participation in sport. Whilst this study is contributing to existing research, this study assists in crucial support for public health systems such as the National health service (NHS). The NHS disclosed that one in ten women experience postnatal depression within the first year of childbirth (NHS,2022). Engaging in regular physical activity has been associated with alleviating symptoms of postnatal depression (Demisse,2011). By identifying mothers' motivations and barriers to returning to sport, this research can aid midwives, health visitors, local health boards, sporting clubs and others to design and implement strategies and initiatives  to promote physical activity among  mothers, ultimately supporting and improving maternal health and wellbeing.



Methodology:
This study will use a mixed method approach.  The research will combine semi-structured interviews along with an online survey, which will also include a behavioural regulation exercise questionnaire (BREQ-3). Semi-structured interviews will be used to explore mothers’ experiences of returning to sport on a deeper level. This method was chosen as it allows the researcher to work with an array of predetermined questions while staying open minded to exploring additional concepts disclosed by participants (Dejonckheree & Vaughn,2019) .This provides an opportunity to explore new themes and trends in research which is essential for an under researched topic. Likewise, a survey will be completed to support the qualitative findings and provide an additional perspective of mothers' experiences returning to sport. The survey will ask for demographic information such as age, number of children, time since childbirth, and type of sports involvement (team or individual) and others whilst also incorporating the The behavioral regulation in exercise questionnaire.  The BREQ3 was selected for this study as it is a widely acknowledged and validated tool to measure different forms of exercise motivation thus including amotivation,external regulation, intrinsic motivation, integrated regulation ,identified regulation and introjected regulation (Markland & Tobin, 2004), which will give an in-depth insight on what motivates mothers to exercise and participate in sport.
A mixed method approach was considered the most appropriate for this study as it allows for both breadth and depth of understanding (gov,2020). While the semi structured interviews capture emotions and personal factors influencing mothers engagement in sport. The quantitative data provides patterns of motivation and influential factors. Utilising these together strengthens the overall validity of the research. Participants will be recruited through local sports clubs ,community groups and social media to ensure a diverse range of participants. The study will adhere to the University of Wales Trinity St David’s ethical guidelines to ensure that the research is conducted responsibly and respectfully with the right to withdraw at any time.












Data analysis
The data obtained from the semi - structured interviews will be analysed using thematic analysis following the approach established by Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis was chosen, given that it enables a “flexible yet rigorous method” for identifying themes and trends among participants. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis can be used well across a range of epistemological frameworks allowing the researcher to gain valuable depth and insights of the participants' experiences. 
The quantitative data gathered from the survey, including the BREQ-3, will be analysed using SPSS. This software was chosen because it is reliable, easy to use, and well adapted to social scientific research (Rahman & Muktadir,2021 p. 301). According to Rahman and Muktadir (2021, p 301), one of the most significant advantages is the capability for effectively carrying out a wide range of statistical tests.

Research timetable:

	Stage of Dissertation:
	What needs to be done:
	Timeframe:

	1. Ethics 
	Complete ethics for using UWTSD ethical guidelines 
	October - November 2025

	2. Literature review 2000 words 
	Find key studies that align with the project 
Key factors : Motivation,barriers etc.
	November - December 2025

	3. Data collection 
	Conduct semi structured interviews and distribute survey including BREQ-3
	December 2025 - February 2026.

	4. Data analysis 
	Thematic analysis of the interviews  and SPSS analysis of findings form survey 
	February - March 2026

	5. Writing up findings 
	Edit and finalise all chapters in the dissertation 
	March - April 2026
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