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Exercise and fitness during pregnancy

Pregnancy can be seen as an opportunity to consider your own health 
and fitness. Staying active during pregnancy will boost not only your 
own health but also that of your unborn baby.

In the short term, exercise helps all of us feel better physically and 
emotionally, and the calories burned helps prevent excessive weight 
gain. People who exercise regularly develop stronger muscles, bones 
and joints. Over time the benefits of regular exercise are even more 
impressive; lower risks of premature death, heart disease and other 
serious illnesses.

For pregnant women, exercise has added benefits. Exercise can help 
relieve stress and build the stamina needed for labour and delivery.  
There is evidence that exercise can help prevent gestational diabetes, a 
form of diabetes that sometimes develops during pregnancy. For 
women who already have gestational diabetes, regular exercise is 
recommended along with changes in diet to help control this condition. 
There is also evidence that exercise can reduce the risk of developing 
blood pressure disorders and can help to keep weight gain down.

Preparation and starting slow

It is not recommended to start a completely new sport during pregnancy 
but gentle exercise is recommended. If you start to develop back pain, 
pelvic pain or pubic bone pain, stop the activity and seek the advice of 
your GP or physiotherapist. The Department of Health recommends that 
throughout pregnancy you should begin gradually with 10 minute 
bouts of moderate intensity continuous exercise, building up to a total 
of 150 minutes a week. The intensity should be sufficient to induce an 
increase in your heart and breathing rate but you should still be able to 
maintain a conversation. It is best to check with your doctor before 
starting any exercise program.
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Do's and don'ts of exercise routines

You may find that having a variety of activities helps keep you motivated 
to continue exercising throughout your pregnancy and beyond. 
However, you need to be careful when choosing a sport.

Avoid any activities that put you at high risk for injury, such as horse 
riding, downhill skiing or contact sports. After the third month, it is 
important to avoid exercises that require you to lie flat on your back.

Exercise options in pregnancy

Cardiovascular exercise

Walking, cycling and swimming will benefit both you and your 
baby. This type of exercise stimulates the heart, lungs and muscles 
causing overall body changes. It allows your body to process and utilize 
oxygen and improves circulation, reducing the likelihood of developing 
problems such as cramps, varicose veins and improves blood flow to the 
placenta. Your muscle tone and strength increases, which will help 
relieve backache, constipation and enable you to cope with a lengthy 
labour. An added benefit to aerobic exercise is that it may help control 
blood sugar, lessen fatigue and promote good sleep.

Pelvic floor exercises in pregnancy

It is recommended that you start doing pelvic floor exercises once you 
are pregnant. This is because the pelvic floor muscle weakens under the 
weight of the growth of your baby. The benefits include helping to 
prevent incontinence and prolapse.

Antenatal Pilates

This is fast becoming the exercise of choice for pregnant women. It 
increases tone, strength and improves flexibility. As some Pilates moves 
are not recommended during pregnancy, be sure to join an antenatal 
Pilates class.
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Yoga

The benefit of yoga is that it emphasizes breathing, relaxation, posture 
and body awareness, all of which make you better prepared to deal with 
the challenges of pregnancy and birth. In addition to the psychological 
benefits of decreased tension and anxiety, yoga can build strength, 
increase endurance, and reduce pregnancy aches and pains. You should 
make sure to choose a yoga program that is specifically designed 
for pregnant women, as some traditional positions will need to be 
modified.

Aquanatal classes

Water aids buoyancy taking the weight of the bump off your back 
temporarily. This enables you to do exercises in water that you would 
not be able to do on dry land. The classes are specifically designed for 
pregnant women so should be at an appropriate level. It is quite normal 
to feel a bit of heaviness and fatigue after the class, so take it steady and 
build up gradually.

Warning signs to stop exercising

Stop the activity and seek medical attention if any of the following 
symptoms occur during exercise:

• Blood or fluid coming from your vagina
• Sudden or severe abdominal or vaginal pain
• Contractions that go on for 30 minutes after you stop exercising
• Chest pain
• Dizziness
• Dim or blurry vision
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Alternatives

If you prefer to exercise at home, it can be more convenient to use 
exercise videos. These feature stretching, strength building, toning and 
aerobic routines ideal for pregnancy and recovery after birth. Specific 
videos or DVDs can be found for pregnancy, and you may be able to try 
these by hiring them from the library.

Tip: It doesn’t matter if you get off the bus one stop earlier, park 
the car further away, or take the stairs rather than the lift – just 
walk! It’s a great easy way to improve aerobic fitness and help 
tone your legs.

Exercise after pregnancy

Postnatal exercise can be very helpful in coping with the post-delivery 
period, particularly with postnatal depression, regaining energy and to 
lose the weight gained during pregnancy. As soon as you feel ready, 
gentle walking is a great way to do this. Your baby can go with you in 
a pram or sling and you can build up how far you go each week.

Pelvic floor exercises

During labour the pelvic floor muscles are stretched and may become 
weak after a vaginal delivery. However, no matter what type of delivery 
you have had, it is important to continue with pelvic floor exercises 
life-long. Weak pelvic floor muscles put you at risk of developing 
bladder and bowel problems later in life. You can start pelvic floor 
exercises as soon as the pain allows post-delivery. Detailed instructions 
can be found here: https://publicdocuments.sth.nhs.uk/pil40.pdf

Postnatal Pilates

Postnatal Pilates classes are designed specifically for postnatal 
women to regain core stability and provide a stepping stone to allow 
you to return to normal exercise. Many classes let you take your baby 

https://publicdocuments.sth.nhs.uk/pil40.pdf
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with you so you don’t have to worry about childcare. It is advisable to 
wait until after your 6 week check before resuming low impact exercise 
such as Pilates.

High impact exercise

If you wish to resume or start doing high impact exercise such as 
running, HIT classes or weight lifting, it is recommended to wait until 12 
weeks after delivery.

Health hazards in the workplace and risk assessment

If you are pregnant, you may want to work right up until your pregnancy 
due date. Some people continue to work at their jobs until they give 
birth and you have every right to do the same. However, before you tell 
your boss about your work plans during pregnancy you may want to 
find out if there are any potential work place hazards at your job. 

Some jobs involve activities, chemicals, or other dangers that can be 
potentially hazardous to you and your baby’s health. Here is some 
information on common workplace hazards and tips on how to ensure 
your health and safety at work.

Staying safe in a physical or office job

In order to reduce the risks that certain physical activities may have on 
you and your baby, be sure to:

• take frequent rest breaks during the work day
• stay hydrated
• eat healthily
• avoid sitting or standing for long periods of time
• monitor yourself for signs of stress
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Potential health hazards

Many pregnant women worry about prolonged use of the computer or 
photocopier at work. However, these pieces of equipment have not 
been shown to have any harmful effects during pregnancy. The most 
common work place hazards include:

Stress

Stress is a common part of most jobs, and you may find that you are 
having a difficult time juggling your job responsibilities and your 
pregnancy. It is important to reduce stress wherever possible. Stress has 
been known to contribute to poor eating habits and depression, and 
may actually impair your body’s ability to fight off infection.

Travel

Some jobs require frequent travel and you may find yourself spending 
long hours in a car. Whilst travel is safe for women up to the 36th week 
of pregnancy, you want to avoid lengthy trips. Try to minimize long 
distance car journeys, but if longer journeys are necessary, be sure to 
stop frequently to walk around.

Moving and handling

During pregnancy it is important to avoid:

• repetitive heavy lifting
• pushing or pulling heavy loads
• intense stair climbing
• prolonged standing or sitting

Tip: Independent of your role, all employees of Sheffield STH 
should complete a pregnancy risk assessment (with your 
manager).

• http://nww.sth.nhs.uk/NHS/HumanResources/
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Pregnancy related pelvic girdle and back pain

1 in 5 women experience pain around their back, hips or front of their 
pelvis in pregnancy. For more information on how to manage 
these pains read:
nww.sth.nhs.uk/STHcontDocs/STH_PIM/MSK/TherapyServices_
WomensHealth/pil40.pdf
You can self-refer to STH Women's Health Physiotherapy via 
maypathway.care/sth/antenatal

Contacts and links

The Staff Physiotherapy Service is a free, confidential self referral 
physiotherapy service for all STH staff. If you would like to see a 
physiotherapist, you can self-refer via the STH intranet home 
page: nww.sth.nhs.uk/nhs/StaffPhysiotherapyServices

Staff Physiotherapy Service
Graves Move More Centre, Bochum Parkway, Sheffield, S8 8JR

• 0114 237 1078
• staff.physiotherapy@nhs.net

Useful Resources

• pogp.csp.org.uk/information-patients
• www.nct.org.uk/
• www.squeezyapp.com/
• www.pregnancy-info.net/postexercise.html
• www.nhs.uk/conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/pregnancy-exercise

Alternative formats can be available on request.
Please email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net
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