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In recent ye a rs , gre a ter atten ti on has been foc u s ed on
the rel a ti onship bet ween wom en’s overa ll health and
physical activi ty. The preva l en ce of wom en’s parti c i p a-
ti on in physical activi ty has incre a s ed , due in part to the
i m p l em en t a ti on of recom m en d a ti ons made by nati on a l
or ga n i z a ti on s ,1 and implem en t a ti on of the Title IX
E du c a ti on Am en d m ents of 1 9 7 2 , wh i ch provi des for
equal opportu n i ty for wom en in sporting activi ties in
s ch oo l s . De s p i te these adva n ce s , on ly 15% of US adu l t s
p a rti c i p a te in regular and vi gorous exerc i s e .1

Health-Related Benefits and Concern s
Associated with Physical Activity

Wom en’s parti c i p a ti on in modera te inten s i ty activi ty
perform ed for 30 minutes on most days of the week is
a s s oc i a ted with a nu m ber of h e a l t h - rel a ted ben ef i t s :

• Dec re a s ed risk of devel oping card i ovascular disease.
2 - 6

• Dec re a s ed risk of devel oping non - i n su l i n - depen den t
d i a betes mell i tu s .

7 - 9

• De s c re a s ed risk of o s teoporo s i s .1 , 1 0 - 1 2

• Wei ght managem ent and obe s i ty preven ti on .

• In c re a s ed proporti on of mu s cle mass to fat mass.
1 , 1 3 - 1 8

• P hysical activi ty is a factor in reducing stress level s
and improving mood . In active pers ons are reported
to be as mu ch as two times more likely to ex peri en ce
s ym ptoms of depre s s i on than phys i c a lly active indi-
vi du a l s .1

• Ava i l a bi l i ty of physical activi ty con tri butes to atten-
d a n ce at smoking ce s s a ti on session s , and long term
quit ra tes are found to be high er for wom en parti c i-
p a ting in exercise session s .1 9

Cu rrent re s e a rch re sults nei t h er su pport nor ref ute a
rel a ti onship bet ween physical activi ty and horm on e -
depen dent cancers in wom en : s ome studies do however
i n d i c a te that physical activi ty may be pro tective aga i n s t
breast cancer.2 0

R e p o rts of Participation in Physical Activity, Females Aged 18+ Ye a r s1

Ye a r s No Activity (%) R e g u l a r, Sustained R e g u l a r, Vi g o rous 
Activity (%) Activity (%)

1986 34.3 18.1 18.8

1987 33.9 17.6 18.8

1988 31.5 19.6 20.0

1989 33.6 18.0 19.0

1990 32.3 18.5 19.4

1991 32.8 18.3 18.9

1992 31.4 18.4 19.7

1993 n/a n/a n/a

1994 33.0 18.1 18.7



P hysical activi ty can also nega tively affect wom en’s
h e a l t h :

• Exercise done improperly can re sult in mu s c u-
l o s kel etal inju ri e s , m et a bolic abn orm a l i ties (e.g.
hypert h erm i a , el ectro lyte imbalance , and dehyd ra-
ti on for those who exercise in ex treme con d i ti ons or
for exce s s ive peri ods of ti m e ) , a n ovu l a ti on , a m en or-
rh e a , and dec rease in bone mass.1

• E f forts by wom en , e s pec i a lly young wom en at
p u berty, to balance good health, peak perform a n ce
( for athletes) and appe a ra n ce re sult in the “fem a l e
a t h l ete tri ad ,” con s i s ting of d i s ordered eati n g, a m en-
orrh e a , and osteoporo s i s .2 1 Exce s s ive exercise con-
tri butes to this tri ad .

2 2 , 2 3

Physical Activity During Pre g n a n c y
and Lactation

P hysical activi ty can have both po s i tive and nega tive
i m p l i c a ti ons for lact a ting or pregnant wom en and thei r
of fs pri n g :

• Exercise du ring pregnancy and lact a ti on may be
a s s oc i a ted with ch a n ges in uterine bl ood flow,
hypert h erm i a , m et a bolism of en er gy nutri en t s , fet a l
hypox i a , and uterine con tracti l i ty increasing the ri s k
of pre - term del ivery. 2 4 , 2 5

• Overa ll , exercise du ring pregnancy does not appe a r
to have significant po s i tive or nega tive affects on
fetal well - bei n g, but can improve maternal car-
d i ore s p i ra tory fitn e s s , and may increase matern a l
well - bei n g.1 , 2 6

• Exercise du ring lact a ti on is not assoc i a ted with sig-
nificant differen ces in maternal body wei ght or fat
l o s s , vo lume or com po s i ti on of breast milk, or infant
wei ght ga i n .2 7

• P hysical activi ty is assoc i a ted with a small but sign i f-
icant dec rease in wei ght reten ti on at 7 to 12 mon t h s
po s tp a rtu m .2 8

I n t e rventions to Enhance the Physical
Activity Behavior of Wo m e n

Re s e a rch has iden ti f i ed several psych o l ogi c a l , s oc i a l
and envi ron m ental va ri a bles that are assoc i a ted wi t h
p a t terns of physical activi ty beh avi or. Ma rcus and
Fors yth (1998)2 9 c i te several psych o l ogical theories wh i ch
can con tri bute to the tailoring of a physical activi ty
i n terven ti on :

• Mo tiva ti onal re adiness points tow a rd using a cogn i-
tive interven ti on ra t h er than a beh avi oral stra tegy
depending upon what stage of m o tiva ti on (e.g. pre-
con tem p l a ti on , con tem p l a ti on , prep a ra ti on , acti on
or mainten a n ce) a pers on is in.

• Dec i s i onal balance refers to the careful con s i der-
a ti on of the pros and cons of ch oi ces in activi ty.

• Sel f - ef f i c ac y, rel a ting to a pers on’s con f i den ce in
being able to su cce s s f u lly perform a specific beh av-
i or.

• Social su pport for an interven ti on can be infor-
m a ti on a l , i n s tru m en t a l , m o tiva ti on a l , or model i n g.

Ta i l oring an interven ti on giving con s i dera ti on to
these con ceptual fra m ework s , pers onal activi ty prefer-
en ce s , envi ron m ental factors su ch as safety and acce s s ,
and a wom a n’s stage in life may improve the likel i h ood
of ef fectiven e s s .

Issues for Policy, Practice and Research* 

• Gre a ter access to com mu n i ty fac i l i ties su ch as
s ch oo l s , rel i gious insti tuti ons and com mu n i ty cen-
ters at non - business hours can make parti c i p a ti on in
physical activi ty easier for wom en .

• In c reasing the level of s a fety for wom en by gre a ter
ava i l a bi l i ty of female physical edu c a ti on instru ctors
and more street and fac i l i ty sec u ri ty may incre a s e
wom en’s parti c i p a ti on in fitness activi ti e s .

* G iven the form a tive natu re of our re s e a rch on this top i c , t h i s
m a terial does not ref l ect an ex h a u s tive list of po ten tial issues of
con cern . Ra t h er, the material bel ow ref l ects sel ected prel i m i n a ry
i deas gen era ted to sti mu l a te dialogue and furt h er stu dy. In ad d i-
ti on , certain issues may have been inten ti on a lly om i t ted from this
s ecti on in favor of t h eir incorpora ti on in other materials prep a red
as part of a broader initi a tive to revi ew the state of the field of peri-
natal and wom en's health



• Work sites can be used to prom o te and provi de
opportu n i ties for physical activi ty thereby redu c i n g
the time and logi s tical con s traints assoc i a ted wi t h
the mu l tiple demands on wom en of em p l oym en t ,
child care and hom em a k i n g.

• Pri m a ry care provi ders have the opportu n i ty to ro u-
ti n ely assess, co u n s el wom en on , and po ten ti a lly po s-
i tively influ en ce their approach to physical activi ty.

• G iven the limited amount of time clinicians can
s pend with pati en t s , p a ra profe s s i onal and/or peer
health edu c a tors could en h a n ce provi ders’ c a p ac i ty
for en ga ging wom en in physical activi ty.

• S c i en tific studies on the rel a ti onship bet ween type ,
i n ten s i ty, and du ra ti on of physical activi ty on fit-
n e s s , h e a l t h , disease and men opause sym ptoms in
wom en needed to inform activi ty recom m en d a ti on s
a re limited .
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