
Academic Editors: Nicolas L. Taylor

and Debbie Palmer

Published: 8 January 2025

Citation: Rich, C.; McEachran, J.L.;

Warden, A.H.; Prosser, S.A.; Ireland,

D.J.; Geddes, D.T.; Gridneva, Z.;

Perrella, S.L. Australian Women’s

Experiences of Returning to Physical

Activity in the Year After Birth.

Proceedings 2025, 112, 17.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

proceedings2025112017

Copyright: © 2025 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license

(https://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by/4.0/).

Abstract
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Abstract: While the health advantages of postpartum physical activity are clear, fewer than
25% of Australian women engage in physical activity in the year after giving birth. Physical
activity may promote weight loss and a healthier body composition in the months after birth;
however, evidence of this is limited. An understanding of identified facilitators and barriers
to postpartum physical activity and knowledge of changes in body composition after birth
will assist healthcare providers in guiding women on their return to physical activity. The
primary aim of this study was to examine Australian women’s identified facilitators and
barriers to physical activity in the first 12 months postpartum. The secondary aim was
to investigate maternal body composition changes between 6–8 weeks and 3–3.5 months
postpartum. This study comprised an anonymous online mixed-methods questionnaire and
a body composition sub-study. Participants completed an anonymous questionnaire about
their pregnancy and birth and their physical activity before and during pregnancy and
after birth. Qualitative responses to questions about facilitators and barriers to postpartum
physical activity were analysed using content analysis. Sub-study: Women that had
given birth within the last 6 weeks were invited to attend study sessions at 6–8 weeks
postpartum and then 6 weeks later (3–3.5 months) for anthropometric (weight, height,
BMI) and body composition measurements (fat mass, fat-free mass) using a bioelectrical
impedance analyser ImpediMed SFB7 (ImpediMed, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia).
Participation in physical activity in the previous 7 days and the infant feeding method
were recorded at each visit. Survey data of n = 469 women were available for analysis.
Content analysis of the qualitative data identified the main barriers to physical activity
as infant care, timing, and physical limitations. Most survey participants (72%) were
active at the time of participation, yet only 23% (n = 110) met the postpartum exercise
recommendations of 150 minutes/week. The sub-study involving 30 women showed no
significant changes in weight (p = 0.46), BMI (p = 0.45), fat mass (p = 0.36), or fat-free
mass (p = 0.23) between 6–8 weeks and 3–3.5 months postpartum. When compared by
breastfeeding status, partially breastfeeding women had a larger magnitude of change
in weight (−1.15 ± 1.6 vs. 0.24 ± 1.3 kg, respectively, p = 0.015) and BMI (−0.43 ± 0.62
vs. 0.09 ± 0.50 kg/m2, respectively, p = 0.016) than fully breastfeeding women, which
may be partly explained by the fat-free mass increase in the latter group (−0.19 ± 2.4
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vs. 2.67 ± 5.7 kg, respectively, p = 0.089). At 6–8 weeks postpartum, 45% of participants
(n = 14) engaged in at least 150 minutes/week of exercise, with no significant differences
in changes in maternal body composition at 3–3.5 months between those meeting the
recommendations and those who were not. These findings provide valuable insights that
can inform the guidance, support, and education of postpartum women when planning
their return to physical activity and form the basis of future studies of exercise and body
composition changes in breastfeeding women.

Keywords: physical activity; postpartum; body composition; barriers and facilitators

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, C.R., S.A.P. and S.L.P.; methodology, J.L.M., Z.G. and
S.L.P.; formal analysis, C.R., Z.G. and S.L.P.; investigation, C.R.; resources, S.A.P. and D.T.G.; data
curation, J.L.M., A.H.W., Z.G. and S.L.P.; writing—original draft preparation, C.R.; writing—review
and editing, J.L.M., A.H.W., S.A.P., D.J.I., D.T.G., Z.G. and S.L.P.; supervision, D.J.I., D.T.G., Z.G. and
S.L.P.; project administration, J.L.M.; funding acquisition, D.T.G. All authors have read and agreed to
the published version of the manuscript.

Funding: This research was funded by an unrestricted research grant from Medela AG (Switzerland).
The funder had no role in the design of the study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data;
in the writing of the manuscript; or in the decision to publish the results.

Institutional Review Board Statement: This study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki. This study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at The University
of Western Australia (2024/ET000140) and conducted in accordance with the relevant guidelines
and regulations.

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in this study.

Data Availability Statement: Restrictions apply to the availability of some or all data generated or
analysed during this study. The corresponding author will, upon request, detail the restrictions and
any conditions under which access to some data may be provided.

Acknowledgments: We thank all of the participants for their help with this research.

Conflicts of Interest: D.T.G. declares past participation in the Scientific Advisory Board of Medela AG.
J.L.M., A.H.W., D.T.G., Z.G. and S.L.P. are supported by an unrestricted research grant from Medela
AG, administered by The University of Western Australia. The funder had no role in the design of
the study; in the collection, analyses, or interpretation of data; in the writing of the manuscript; or in
the decision to publish the results. All other authors declare no conflicts of interest.

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


