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Abstract. Motherhood is a period there is a deconstruction of one identity and reconstruction of another, including changes in self-
concept, commitment, and learning. For athletes who become mothers, these changes also occur and impact in their career. We aim 
to describe the experience of being pregnant for a group of Brazilian athletes, understanding the impact of maternity on the career 
and the postpartum for these women. A qualitative descriptive and exploratory study was conducted followed the guideline Stand-
ards for Reporting Qualitative Research (SRQR). We are using the semi-structured interviews with nine Brazilian athletes all of 
whom were professional athletes at the time they became pregnant. Maximum Variation Sampling and the snowball technique were 
used. The analysis was done using Iramuteq software, which performed Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC) and Similarity 
Analysis. The nine athletes had a mean age of 38.3 years (SD: 5.5 years), from different levels and sports, and all had at least one 
child. We identified 488 text segments, which resulted in two branches, divided into five classes: History in sport (class 2); Pregnan-
cy planning and immediate postpartum (class 5); reconciling the routines of athlete and mother (class 3); Social support narrative 
(class 4); Childcare (class 1). The findings indicate that athletes can have emotional ga ins in reconcile motherhood with their sports 
careers to the extent that they have social support, relative planning to become pregnant, and reconcile their athletic routine with 
baby care. 
Keywords: Athletes; Pregnancy; Maternity, Sportswoman; Qualitative research; Career transition; Iramuteq.  
 
Resumen. La maternidad es un periodo en el que se produce la deconstrucción de una identidad y la reconstrucción de otra, lo que 
incluye cambios en el autoconcepto, el compromiso y el aprendizaje. Para las atletas madres, los cambios impactan en su carrera. 
Pretendemos describir la experiencia de estar embarazada para un grupo de atletas brasileñas. Un estudio cualitativo descriptivo y 
exploratorio se llevó a cabo siguiendo las normas de orientación para la presentación de informes de investigación cualitativa (SRQR). 
Se utilizaron entrevistas semiestructuradas con nueve atletas brasileñas, todas ellas deportistas profesionales en el momento de que-
darse embarazadas. Se utilizó el Muestreo de Variación Máxima y la técnica de bola de nieve. El análisis se hizo con el software Ira-
muteq, que realizó Clasificación Jerárquica Descendente (DHC) y Análisis de Similitud. Los nueve deportistas tenían una edad media 
de 38,3 años (DE: 5,5 años), pertenecían a distintos niveles y deportes, y todas tenían al menos un hijo. Se identificaron 488 segmen-
tos de texto, divididas en cinco clases: Historia en el deporte; Planificación del embarazo y posparto inmediato; Conciliación de las 
rutinas de atleta y madre; Narrativa de apoyo social; Cuidado de los hijos. Los resultados indican que las atletas pueden tener ingresos 
emocionales en la conciliación de la maternidad con sus carreras deportivas en la medida en que tienen el apoyo social, la planifica-
ción relativa para quedarse embarazada, y tener la libertad de compaginar su rutina deportiva con el cuidado del bebé.  
Palabras clave: Deportistas; Embarazo; Maternidad, Mujeres Deportistas; Investigación cualitativa; Transición professional; Ira-
muteq. 
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Introduction 
 
The motherhood, as a cross-cutting concept, a human 

experience regulated by unwritten laws (Rich, 2019), in 
which there is deconstruction of one identity and recon-
struction another, including changes in self-concept, 
commitment, learning, recovery and the search for organ-
ization in the routine after child's birth (Martinez-Pascual, 
et al., 2017; McGannon, et al., 2015). The motherhood 
can be understood from many intersections (social, gen-
der, economic, cultural, racial) and, according to 
Adrienne Rich, motherhood is an institution that belongs 
not only to women, but to the society (Rich, 2019). 

The sports context is one social intersection that moth-
erhood can be understood, because we inhabit a world in 
which sport is an international, social and cultural phe-
nomenon, and it is regularly associated in many spheres of 

society in different social contexts (Jarvie & Thornton, 
2012). So, sports can provide an important space to high-
light the complexity of contemporary motherhood (Spow-
art & McGannon, 2023). When an athlete becomes a 
mother, many changes occur. In some cases, motherhood 
and competitive sport will hardly happen simultaneously 
for many sportswomen, thus getting pregnant and being a 
mother is almost always associated with the end of the 
sports career (Davenport, et al., 2022; McGannon, et al., 
2012). 

It is important to note that the representation of wom-
en in general, and in sport, is based on gender stereotypes 
that see women in two roles: social roles (with aesthetic 
value) or family roles (caring for and raising children) 
(Monserrat-Gauchi, et al., 2024). These stereotypes of 
beauty, seduction, gentleness, self-sacrifice (Fernandez, 
2020), as well as the social expectation that when a wom-
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an becomes a mother, she will dedicate herself to looking 
after the children and the home (Rodríguez, et al. 2022) 
influence the athlete's perspective of understanding moth-
erhood in her career. 

However, the sports women, from recreational to the 
elite level, have demonstrated that motherhood does not 
the signal of the end of sport engagement (Spowart & 
McGannon, 2023). The Massey and Whitehead's (2022) 
study points out that over the time a renegotiation of ath-
lete identity and mother identity occurs as a long-term 
process (begin before the pregnancy and lasting at least 
until this new identity is fully developed). Motherhood 
and competitive sport can have a reciprocal effect on the 
two identities of this athlete-mother (Tekavc et al., 2020). 

Some studies point out that the main challenges faced 
by athletes when trying to reconcile motherhood and their 
careers are difficulties in adjusting the childcare routine 
and the training in postpartum, sleep deprivation, extreme 
fatigue, as well as lack of family and club support upon 
return (Culvin & Bowes, 2021; Darroch et al., 2019; 
Davenport et al., 2022; Massey & Whitehead, 2022; 
McGannon et al., 2015). The social support received by 
the athlete is fundamental at different stages of career, 
especially from family, coaches and teammates (Maciel, et 
al, 2021). However, few studies refer to this support 
specifically for athletes who are mothers, which points to 
an important gap to be analyzed. 

Different studies report the fears and doubts about 
been pregnant during the sport career, but also find an 
emotional strengthening in training and competition after 
motherhood: better management of emotions, greater 
resilience, more patience, more responsibility, and greater 
ability to adapt to change (Martinez-Pascual, et al. 2017; 
Tekavc, et al, 2020). 

Studies on motherhood and sport in South America are 
still scarce. In a review carried out by Silva et al (2023), 
the authors identified that most of the studies on the sub-
ject are from Canada, the United Kingdom, the United 
States and European countries. A study which aimed to 
analyze barriers, facilitators and strategies that influence 
the participation of women in management positions in 
sports federations in Chile, the authors found that the 
difficulty of reconciling family demands such as mother-
hood and childcare was a barrier identified only for wom-
en, which points to a large gender gap in the sports con-
text (Foppiano-Vilo, et al., 2022).  

Some of studies deal with the fragility of female ath-
letes' employment contracts. Until 2018, for example, 
Spanish athletes had an anti-pregnancy clause in their con-
tracts with clubs, meaning that if the athlete became preg-
nant during the term of the contract, the clubs could pe-
nalize then and not provide healthcare coverage (Salinas, 
2020). In 2020, the Association for Women in Profession-
al Sport asserted the rights of female athletes by stipulating 
that labor contracts should eliminate these anti-pregnancy 
clauses (Frabotta, 2021). In Brazil, labor insecurity is still a 
reality, as only soccer athletes have rights guaranteed by 

law, but since 2020, some discussions about maternity 
leave have been gaining ground in the Brazilian sports 
context. On March 14, 2023, progress was made in this 
guarantee of rights with the approval of Law 229/2022 
obliges clubs to guarantee maternity leave for athletes in 
case of pregnancy during their contract. Some clubs are 
already complying with this guarantee and the federal 
benefit also provides for maternity leave (Silva, et al., 
2023). 

To understand the perspective of being a mother and 
an athlete on high-performance athletes, we took as a basis 
the holistic model of sports career (Wylleman, et al., 
2013). This model understands an athlete's career from a 
global point of view, in the interrelation between different 
spheres that affect the career: athletic (ranging from sports 
initiation to high performance), psychological (from child-
hood to adulthood), psychosocial (the relationships estab-
lished throughout the career with family, coaches, and 
sports partners), and academic/professional (reconciling 
the career with formal education from school to university 
and professional life). All these levels are common but 
differ in each sport and are influenced by different events 
that occur in the athlete's life, including both expected 
events (physical and cognitive maturation, for example), 
and unplanned events (injuries, family problems, etc.). 
This holistic view contributes to building onward on the 
unique reality of each athlete. It is a model with a broad 
perspective and integrates all levels that are important to 
understand the impact of pregnancy on the athletes’ career 

(Cecić Erpič, et al, 2004; Santos & Alexandrino, 2015). 
Therefore, the present study aims to describe the ex-

perience of maternity for a sample of Brazilian athletes of 
various sports modalities and different competitive levels. 

 
Methods 
 
We followed the guidelines for conducting qualitative 

studies established by the Standards for Reporting Qualita-
tive Research (SRQR) and the Consolidated Criteria for 
Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) (Tong, et al., 
2007).  

 
Design 
We conducted a qualitative descriptive and explorato-

ry case study (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Fàbregues & Fetters, 
2019) through in-depth interviews. Qualitative methods 
are useful for understanding the beliefs, values, and moti-
vations that underlie individual behaviors (Creswell, 
2007). In this case study, different participants (Brazilians 
sportswomen) were connected from the study phenome-
non (maternity) (Baxter & Jack, 2008; Creswell, 2007). 

 
Research team and reflexivity 
Seven researchers (four women and three men) con-

tributed to this study, four of them have experience in 
qualitative research (DPC, JAC, LGVM, and HVG) and 
the others (ESP, LVOS, and DCR) contributed with data 
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collection, transcription of interviews and data analyses. 
Before the study, the position of the researchers’ theoreti-
cal frameworks, beliefs, previous experiences, and motiva-
tion from the study was established (O’Brien, et al., 
2014). 

 
Context 
Most athletes in Brazil have weak employment con-

tracts that do not grant rights when female athletes be-
come pregnant. Since 2020, some discussions about ma-
ternity licenses have gained space in the Brazilian sports 
context. In May 2023, Bill 229/2022, which obliges clubs 
to guarantee maternity licenses when an athlete becomes 
pregnant during her work contract, was approved by the 
Committee of Economic Issues (Machado & Doederlein, 
2023). However, the athletes who participated in this 
research were not contemplated with these changes be-
cause their pregnancies occurred before the law was en-
acted. 

 
Participants, sampling strategy, and inclusion 

criteria 
For this qualitative research, two sampling strategies 

were used. First, the technique of Maximum Variation 
Sampling was conducted by selecting cases (individuals) 
based on their ability to provide relevant information in 
response to the research questions (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). 
In this phase, about 20 Brazilian Olympic athletes were 
contacted through coaches and sports psychologists. 
Only three athletes returned and agreed to participate. 
After the first three interviews, a second sampling strate-
gy was applied, the snowball technique, in which one 
participant indicates another athlete within the defined 
inclusion criteria (Kaplan, et al, 1987). In this study, 
pragmatic considerations were applied to recruit the 
available participants (Vasileiou, et al. 2018). Therefore, 
the sample size was determined by the number of acces-
sible individuals willing to provide information. Inclusion 
criteria for this study consisted of elite sportswomen who 
were older than 18 years, who had pregnancy during 
their professional sports career, who participated for at 
least two years in competitive sports at the national or 
international level and have sports as their main source of 
income. 

 
Data Collection  
Data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews 

based on a question guide (Table 1) created based on the 
Holistic Model of Sports Career (Wylleman, et al., 2013). 
The guide directed athletes to talk about the story of their 
sports career before, during, and after pregnancy, and how 
pregnancy made them adapt to the different domains of 
their lives: sports, psychological, psychosocial, professional, 
and financial. All interviews were conducted by one of the 
researchers with experience in interviews (LGVM) and 
occurred between July 2020 and December 2022, online, 
via Google Meet in a quiet, uninterrupted space. They were 

recorded and transcribed by two independent researchers 
(LGVM, HVG). Nine interviews were conducted, with 
about 350 minutes of recording time, with a maximum 
duration of 63 minutes and a minimum of 22 minutes.  
 
Table 1. 

Semi-structured interview guide 

Domain Questions 

Sporty 
Talk about your career, when did you start in the sport and 

when did you start competing? What are the main titles, 

championships and highlights of your career? 

Psychosocial 
How was the decision to get pregnant? How was the reaction of 

coaches and other athletes/team, family members (husband, 
father, mother, other children, etc)? 

Health 

During the pregnancy, how did you feel? After the birth, how 

did you feel and how long after did you return to training and 
competitions? 

Professional/ 
Financial 

How was your professional relationship before, during and 
after pregnancy? 

Personally 
How do you reconcile involvement in sport and your new role 

as a mother? 

 
Data analysis  
Descriptive analysis (mean and standard deviation) of 

sociodemographic data was performed using Microsoft 
Excel. All interviews were transcribed, revised to standard-
ize terms and correct typos, and organized into a single file 
that was later imported to Iramuteq software (Ratinaud, 
2009), hosted in R software (R Development Core Team). 
This software explores information from texts through 
processing and statistical analysis. Iramuteq makes the fol-
lowing analyses: 

a) Descending Hierarchical Classification (DHC), in 
which the text segments are classified according to their 
respective words, and the set is divided based on the fre-
quency of the words (Camargo & Justo, 2013). 

b) Similarity analysis, which is based on graph theo-
ry and identifies co-occurrences between words. The words 
are grouped by their similarity into classes. The software 
performs a statistical analysis using the Chi-square test 
which serves to quantitatively assess the significant relation-
ship between word frequency and the total corpus of inter-
views (Camargo & Justo, 2013). 

 
Table 2. 
Criteria’s for guaranteeing trustworthiness 

Criteria Techniques performed 

Credibility 

Investigator triangulation: each data source was ana-
lyzed. Team meetings were performed during which 
the analyses were compared and themes were identi-

fied. 

Sampling triangulation; Maximum Variation Sampling 
technique and snowball technique were performed. 

Transferability 

In-depth descriptions of the study performed, provid-
ing details of the characteristics of researchers, partici-

pants, contexts, sampling strategies, and the data 

collection and analysis procedures. 

Dependability 
An external researcher assessed the study research, 
focusing on aspects concerning the methods applied 

and the study design. 

Confirmability Investigator triangulation and sampling triangulation. 

 
Quality criteria  
The criteria for guaranteeing trustworthiness, as cited by 

Guba and Lincoln, were followed (Korstjens & Moser, 
2018). The techniques performed and the application pro-
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cedures used to control trustworthiness are described in 
Table 2. 

 
Ethical considerations 
The study respected all ethical precepts for research 

with human beings, in compliance with Resolutions nº. 
466/12 and 510/2016 of the National Health Council. 
This work was approved in the Ethics Committee of the 
research department of the Federal University of Ceará 
under the number 4.339.732. To maintain the anonymity 
of the participants, they were named P1, P2, P3… P9. 

 
Results 
The nine sportswomen had a mean age of 38.3 years 

(SD: 5.5 years), varying from 27 to 45 years. All partici-
pants were professional athletes (Olympic and national 
levels) at the time of their pregnancy. After pregnancy, 
only two did not return to the elite sport, whereas seven 

returned and won important titles after pregnancy. Four 
participants were still pursuing their athletic careers at the 
time of the interview, while five were retired. Five ath-
letes (55%) were married, two were single and two were 
divorced. The number of children varied between one and 
two. 

From the interviews, the themes that represented the 
experiences of pregnancy and the birth of children were 
presented from the Descending Hierarchical Classification 
(DHC) illustrated in Figure 1. The results showed 488 
text segments presented through the interviews that re-
sulted in five classes divided into two branches (A and B), 
one containing class 2 (branch A), which deals with the 
history of the athlete in the sport. Branch B represents the 
reconciliation of a sports career and motherhood based on 
two narratives: emotional (subdivision B1, classes 5 and 3) 
and rational/operational (subdivision B2, classes 4 and 1).

 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Corpus of 488 text segments (70.7%), classes and list of mains words. U.O.E = Elementary Context Units 

 
Each class was named based on the content expressed 

by the words grouped by the software and analyzed by the 
researchers: a) History in sport (class 2); b) Pregnancy 
planning and immediate postpartum (class 5); c) Reconcil-
ing the routines of athlete and mother (class 3); d) Social 
support narrative (class 4); e) Childcare (class 1). 

 
History in sport (Class 2) 
Class 2 emerged from 58 Text Segments (TSs) and 

represented 16.81% of the relative importance of the 
participants' speech analysis. The main words associated 
with this class were: championship, Brazilian champion-
ship, competition, year, place, selection, ranking, and 
dispute. This class included words related to the descrip-
tion of the athlete's career, the reports of the first compe-
titions, the main titles, the initial in the high performance, 
the routine before the pregnancy and the discovery of the 
pregnancy. 

The interviews showed that all sportswomen perceived 
their history in the modality as important to planning and 
preparing for maternity and return to competitive sport. 
Maternity, for these athletes, is a transformation process in 
the history of their careers. The participants' reports indi-
cated that athletes who planned their pregnancies based on 
their sports background (history) and the perception of 
goals achieved (such as national or international titles won) 
had repercussions in the way they experienced the post-
partum period and the reconciliation between motherhood 

and sports.  I had made every plan in my life until the 
day I was going to get pregnant, after that, all things 
would happen. I planned a lot, in all points, including 
the financial part, which gave me the peace to return 
the way I wanted (P1). I competed in the 2008 Olym-

pics in Beijing at the age of 30, spent four years saving 
money, and got pregnant when I didn't get a place in [the 
Olympics of] London, at the age of 34 (P4). 
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Remembering their sports trajectories was important 
to situate the pregnancy in their whole career. P6 reported 
that she planned her pregnancy to occur at the end of her 
career, , after having gone through all the competitive 
levels in her sports history, since school games, until par-
ticipating in two editions of Olympic games.  

 I went to the best competitions in the world in my 
modality. The decision to get pregnant was left to the end 
of my career (P6). 

For some athletes, it was necessary to restructure their 
careers after maternity. Pregnancy was, therefore, an 
event that provided a transition in their careers, which can 
be seen when one athlete tells her story in the sport by 
dividing it into before and after pregnancy and the birth of 
her son. 

 
Pregnancy planning and the immediate postpar-

tum (Class 5) 
This class was responsible for 69 Text Segments and 

represents 20% of the total. It shows how the athletes 
planned their pregnancy (or how they report an unplanned 
pregnancy) and the emotional impacts on their career. The 
main words related were getting pregnant, planning, com-
ing back, calm, pregnancy, and fast. The content of this 
class represents the report of adaptation strategies after the 
baby's birth, i.e., planning for retirement or coming back 
to competitions, as well as the emotional repercussions of 
the immediate postpartum period. 

The interviews suggest that the path of each athlete's 
career influences the way she reconciled pregnancy and 
returning (or not) to high-performance sports. The ath-
letes who had a higher competitive level 
(World/Olympic) were the ones who planned their preg-
nancies by preparing themselves financially and socially, 
thus experiencing pregnancy as another achievement in 
their career. 

She was born in September, and I would only compete 
the following year so there was no pressure. I wanted to 
come back as soon as possible because the sooner I return, 
the better I would be to compete. I got pregnant after the 
Beijing Olympics. My fiancé and I decided to take ad-
vantage of that post-Olympic year to have a child (P3). 

Participants who prepared to become pregnant report-
ed that the return to training and competitions after child-
birth was also planned. Some wanted to come back as soon 
as possible because they had an important competition in 
mind, whereas others reported having thought about stop-
ping competing after the birth of their children but, after 
everything went as planned, they felt the desire to return 
to high-performance sports. 

Our results showed that even the athletes who initially 
did not desire to return to competitions wanted to return 
to training as soon as possible during the immediate post-
partum period. However, from a health perspective, there 
may be unplanned intercurrences in the postpartum peri-
od, which can bring unexpected emotional effects.   

At first, I had the desire to return as soon as possible, 

but my return was very difficult because I had a big episi-
otomy, and it took me a while to be able to stand up with-
out feeling so much pain. The pain in my body bothered 
me a lot, it was very intense and wasn't just muscle pain 
(P7). 

The interviews showed that the period after the child's 
birth was important for them to realize whether they were 
going to follow the plan. We observed that the athletes 
who had greater operational support with childcare and 
the new routine were able to return to competitions more 
quickly. 

  
Reconciling the routines of athlete and mother 

(Class 3) 
Class 3 was responsible for 80 TSs (23.19% of the to-

tal). The content of this class relates the participants' 
speech to their perceptions as mothers and athletes, focus-
ing on routine changes, returning to training and competi-
tions, or the decision to retire. The words related to this 
class were: find, mother, side, achieve, athlete, dream, 
level, among others. 

I planned my career because I couldn't be a mother and 
an athlete because today as a mother, I don't see myself 
doing both. I congratulate the athletes who manage to 
continue in high performance. I wouldn't be able to, be-
cause they are two things that demand a lot from us: being 
a mother and being an athlete (P6). 

However, when reconciling the two routines (athletes 
e motherhood), some of our athletes report an impact on 
body perception and that motherhood brought an emo-
tional gain in their careers, such as a greater ability to deal 
with frustration, overcome defeats, and feel emotionally 
stronger: 

My first plan was to get pregnant and stop competing, 
I couldn't see how I was going to have an athlete's life like I 
thought it was necessary to have and be the mother I 
would like to be. I thought there wasn't enough time for 
that. I already felt very accomplished as an athlete, I was 
tired. But, after having my son, I saw that it was possible. 
So, the impact of motherhood was more good things, 
being a mother makes me feel stronger. The physical takes 
a while to come back, but I see good things, I had a gain in 
being mentally strong, it was a dream come true to be a 
mother, and I came back happier with one more accom-
plishment. My head started to work differently. Mother-
hood helped me (P1). 

In this class, data showed that experience, competitive 
level, and emotional maturity of the athletes were aspects 
that contributed to a greater adaptation to the mother and 
athlete routine, as reported by athletes P1, P3, P4, and 
P7, who were Olympic/world cup-level athletes and 
returned to competitions after pregnancy. The athletes 
who experienced greater difficulty in adapting reported 
having little social support to help them reconcile with the 
routine. For some, the return to high performance was 
more difficult (P2), and, for others, because of the lack of 
social and financial support, the decision was to stop (P5) 
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or to compete at lower levels than before pregnancy (P8 
and P9). The Olympic athlete, P2, said that “even with 
little support, I only conquered important things after 
motherhood. I can't tell you with which hormonal stir-
rings, but my son is a point of motivation”. 

If I had support and a follow-up, I could keep training. 
It's important to be able to maintain motherhood and keep 
the dream of being an athlete as a profession. Today I am 
no longer a professional athlete (P5). 

Our data show that, for sportswomen to be able to 
reconcile the routines of mother and athlete, it is im-
portant to plan the return to training and competitions and 
have social support. By being able to reconcile the two 
routines, the athletes show that they feel stronger emo-
tionally as if the two influence each other. 

 
Social support narrative (Class 4) 
This class was expressed by 80 STs (23,19% of the to-

tal). The main words were husband, dedicate, coach, 
month, alone, club, and others. Note that class 3 and class 
4 were the most representative of the corpus of analysis. 
Class 3 featured a more emotional perception of how to 
reconcile the two routines (how it felt, what was ex-
pected, etc.) whereas class 4 showed a more operational 
perception (who to count on to take care of the child, 
what time to train, etc.). 

The perception of social support highlights how ath-
letes will reconcile motherhood and career. Motherhood 
is perceived as an obstacle in the athlete's career when she 
has no social support (family, friends, coaches, financial) 
to reconcile the routines of athlete and mother, which 
implies a physical, financial, emotional, and social effort.  

It was a very difficult process; I had the support of my 
husband and my mother-in-law. During the first pregnan-
cy, I thought about giving up, but my husband gave me 
support and helped me return (P7). 

I think that, from the physical perspective, after a 
woman has a child, she gets stronger, the hormones. I 
became more mature, which helped me, motivated me to 
train and compete. Having my husband in competitions 
together with my daughter was ideal [...]. They didn't 
interrupt my scholarship at that time and my husband was 
one of the people responsible for me getting back to play-
ing (P1). 

Continuing to receive financial aid from the Brazilian 
government, added to the help from family members, was 
perceived as social support for their return. 

 
Childcare (Class 1) 
Class 1 was formulated from 58 TSs, representing 

16.81% of the total. Important words were sleep, time, 
morning, divide, organize, schedule, school, night, sleep, 
deprivation, wake up, etc. This class refers to the practical 
experiences of adaptation of the athlete to childcare, the 
difficulty of reconciling the training routine with care, and 
how they organized themselves to return or retire.  

At the beginning I trained, left in the middle of the 

training, breastfed, organized the schedules for someone 
to stay with him, every time was in a different way, my 
friends helped me. The biggest difficulties in this period of 
his childhood were sleep deprivation, the organization to 
be able to train, the lack of money, the lack of rest (P2). 

All the interviewed athletes reported that sleep depri-
vation was the main difficulty in caring for their children 
and returning to training. That is why the word "sleep" 
was the most repeated in this class.  

Sleep was what broke me up, I didn't sleep. When my 
daughter was born, the sleep deprivation was terrible, I 
almost went crazy because the girl didn't sleep, and sleep-
ing for me was the thing I cherished the most. I loved to 
sleep (P6). 

Those sleepless nights, all those logistics that we had to 
do, made me get to the training and give my maximum, 
enjoy that moment (P2). 

I used to stay up all night, so I would sleep until about 
10 o'clock and my husband would stay with my son in the 
morning, then I would wake up and go out to train (P5). 

The return to competitions and training depended on 
the support the athlete could receive to deal with both lack 
of sleep and childcare. Therefore, class 4 (social support 
narrative) and class 1 (childcare) are interrelated. 

Some athletes reported that taking their children to 
training sessions and competitions was the only strategy to 
reconcile the two, especially for those whose partners 
were also involved in sports, whether they were coaches 
or athletes. Those who decided not to take their children 
tried to organize a support network for this care, and this 
equation depended on the financial support they had, 
which allowed planning in this sphere (paying for a nanny, 
daycare, etc.). 

 
Discussion 
 
History of sport 
The participants, in this class, describe significant epi-

sodes of their career, events, and experiences as profes-
sional athletes, including their pregnancy. According to 
the Holistic Model of the Athletic Career, the athletic 
level refers to the pathways that athletes experience during 
their careers (Wylleman, et al., 2013). For the inter-
viewed athletes, the changes that occurred in their career 
after pregnancy and the birth of their child required 
changes in attitudes and new skills, which can be seen as a 
career transition. 

The career transition is a process of coping with de-
mands throughout an athlete's career, and the success of 
coping lies in the relationship between the barrier to be 
faced and the athlete’s resources (Stambulova et al., 
2009). The transition from level to high performance is 
considered one of the most difficult and challenging and 
causes many athletes to experience a crisis (Franck & 

Stambulova, 2020). Authors (Cecić Erpič, et al., 2004) 
report that an athlete’s career transition often coincides 
with other transitions in life, such as moving from high 
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school to college, from the junior level to the master’s 
level, and, in this case, becoming a mother. 

A transition in a sports career is accompanied by 
changes in self-identity, the need to redirect energies, and 
personal and organizational adaptations to the new de-
mands. There is a need for a change in lifestyle and plans, 
and sometimes this reflects in a change in competitive 
level (Chow, 2001). The career transition requires the 
athlete to continuously implement psychological strategies 
in competitions and have support from the family and 
sports federation (Behr & Kuhn, 2019; Stambulova, et al., 
2009).  

Pregnancy is an event that brings change and requires 
the athlete to transition her career because it marks a peri-
od in the athlete's life story. In this way, the athletes in this 
research that had been in high performance for longer 
reported experiencing pregnancy as another achievement 
in their sports trajectory because they had already devel-
oped many strategies to adapt and consolidate their ca-
reers. 

When we talk about career transition, pregnancy is 
rarely mentioned, but, from the athletes' reports, we 
realize that having a child during their sports career can be 
considered a career transition for female athletes.  

 
Pregnancy planning and immediate postpartum 
In our research, the athletes who planned their preg-

nancies did it in periods between important competitions, 
such as the Olympics. In a study with athletes from Slove-
nia, the best moment to become pregnant also matched 
the four-year interval between Olympic cycles (Tekavc et 
al., 2020). The decision to become pregnant involves 
many aspects of a woman's life, her career, relationships, 
financial stability, social context, support from her partner 
and family, and the need to calculate the time to get preg-
nant, time to gestate, time for the baby to be born, and 
time to raise the child (Martin, 2017). 

The athletes who reported having planned their preg-
nancy perceived it as another achievement in their career. 
This feeling of pride was also perceived in the study of 
Martinez-Pascual et al. (2017), in which Spanish athletes 
reported that motherhood was seen as a goal of success 
achieved and something they felt proud of. 

Just like in our study, Palmer and Leberman (2009) 
found that athletes who already had a stabilized career, 
who were already inserted in high-performance sports, 
planned the best time to have a child as one that would 
have the least impact on their career and that increased the 
likelihood of a successful return after the birth of the baby. 
The athletes who reported having had an unplanned preg-
nancy showed more difficulty in returning to competitions 
and a feeling of less social support in the immediate post-
partum period. These results lead us to believe that preg-
nancy planning can impact the way the athlete will face the 
gestational and postpartum periods. 

The postpartum period is a difficult time in which 
women face physiological, mental, and emotional chal-

lenges such as lack of adequate sleep, increased stress, and 
fatigue (Davenport, et al., 2022; Massey & Whitehead, 
2022). 

 
Reconciling the routine of mother and athlete and 

Social support narrative 
Many athletes reported how they managed to reconcile 

the two routines, and some mentioned the adaptations 
necessary to take care of the baby and return to training. 
In this return, some athletes perceived an emotional 
strengthening after the birth of the child. When the ath-
letes found a balance between the two routines (mother 
and athlete), they perceived emotional gains: better man-
agement of sports discipline and emotional state in compe-
titions, more resilience (persevering and focusing on goals 
despite difficulties), patience, and responsibility, and a 
greater ability to adapt to changes (Darroch et al. 2019; 
Martinez-Pascual et al. 2017; Massey & Whitehead 2022; 
McGannon et al, 2018; Palmer & Leberman 2009; Tekavc 
el al, 2020). 

Motherhood requires a constant adaptation of routine, 
the development of skills to deal with unforeseen events, 
and strategies for effective problem solving, and it seems 
that these skills also help in the sports career. In other 
words, sports make them better mothers, and being a 
mother makes them more focused athletes (Appleby & 
Fisher 2009; Debois et al 2012; McGannon et al, 2018).  

In this study, classes 4 and 3 were the most significant 
because the perception of social support is directly related 
to the return and adaptation to competitions. Social sup-
port including family members (spouses, mother, mother-
in-law, siblings) and coaches, sponsors, and clubs is re-
ported as a fundamental aspect for the athlete to be able to 
reconcile maternity and sport (Darroch, et al. 2019).  

The social support is fundamentally for the athletes in 
general (Maciel, et al, 2021), and more importantly for 
the mother-athlete. Adequate social support makes it 
easier for the athlete to overcome different sporting situa-
tions, helps to manage stress and contributes to not giving 
up sporting practice. The social agents with the greatest 
influence on the athlete are the father, coaches, team-
mates, and people who have a close, daily relationship 
with the athlete (Pedrosa, et al, 2012), in the case of 
mother athletes this includes the parents of the children.  

Lack of social support is perceived as a barrier for the 
athlete to return to sport (Beilock, et al, 2001). After an 
athlete announces her pregnancy, some clubs may cancel 
contracts or not renew them, which happened with some 
athletes in the present sample. Brazilian athletes reported 
that, when they become pregnant or soon after giving 
birth, the sponsors and clubs commonly remove their 
salaries which reflects the labor insecurity experienced by 
athletes when they become pregnant (Viana-Meireles, et 
al, 2023; Frabotta, 2021; Salinas, 2020). In a qualitative 
study with 33 athletes of País Vasco and Navarra found 
that there are no labor measures to protect athletes and in 
the opinion of most of the athletes interviewed, Spanish 
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athletes tend to postpone the decision to become mothers 
until the end of their careers. However, those who were 
mothers and returned to competitive sport pointed to the 
importance of the social network and family support as 
fundamental to this return (Abajo, et al, 2022). When the 
athletes receive support and recognition from the clubs, it 
is seen as something positive and motivates them to return 
(Palmer & Leberman, 2009).  

A socially supportive environment, with good social 
relationships, including support from significant people 
outside the sports environment, especially the family, 
contributed to facilitating the athletes' career develop-
ment. The development of skills to deal with changes and 
the athlete's maturity facilitate the necessary adaptations 
and transitions (like having a child), and social support is a 
fundamental aspect for the athlete to get good mental 
health and be open to new experiences (Siekanska & 
Blecharz, 2020). The woman athlete reconciles her spaces 
with greater or lesser difficulty depending on her access to 
resources (internal and external) and the skills developed 
throughout career. Support, family understanding and 
trust in the environment are fundamental external re-
sources for sports performance and motherhood is seen as 
one of the situations in which the athlete needs this sup-
port (Selva, et al., 2013). 

 
Childcare 
The results presented show that caring for the child will 

influence the new rules for the sport context because it will 
demand from the athlete a conciliation of multiple roles 
(McGannon, et al., 2015). For some, training and competi-
tions will be more efficient if the baby is with them, and, for 
others, it is better not to bring the child (Sundgot-Borgen et 
al., 2019).  

Getting adequate rest was the biggest challenge men-
tioned by athletes in this and other studies (Culvin & Bowes, 
2021; Darroch, et al., 2019; Davenport, et al., 2022; Mas-
sey & Whitehead, 2022; McGannon, et al., 2015; Tekavc, 
et al., 2020). The reconciliation of training/competition 
with childcare is compromised when there is no support 
network and social support (family, coaches, and clubs) 
(Dietz, et al., 2022; McGannon, et al., 2018; Tekavc, et 
al., 2020). 

In general, society expects women to be the main care-
givers for their children and, from a gender perspective, this 
ethic of care put woman in a triple journey: dedicate to 
their careers, caring for children and the home (Rodríguez 
et al., 2022), ends up overburdening women in general as 
well as athletes. A better division of household activities and 
childcare is fundamental to returning to the routine in high 
performance since both routines are very exhausting and 
require many hours of dedication.  Finally, based on the idea 
of motherhood as institution (Rich, 2019), giving women a 
public voice, in different contexts, contributes to women 
gaining more and more control over their bodies, wills and 
desires. Motherhood will always involve a change in a wom-
an's identity, and this is also true for athletes. 

Limitations 
 
One of the main limitations of our study was the sam-

ple size. Previous studies (Sim et al., 2018; Vasileiou et al., 
2018) showed that it is difficult to define a priori the sample 
size in qualitative research, especially in inductive and ex-
ploratory research, as is the case here. In addition, the sam-
ple size depends on the qualitative design chosen, the sam-
pling strategy (purposive, theoretical), and the instrument 
used for data collection. We judged that all the information 
collected was relevant for the performed in-depth analyses. 

 
Conclusions 
 
Our results showed that the individual socio-emotional 

context of pregnancy will influence how the athletes face 
the challenges and balance pregnancy, motherhood, and 
sports career. We identified that pregnancy and the birth of 
the child are events that lead the athlete's career to a transi-
tion: the end of the career or the acquisition of new skills to 
deal with the new demands. Pregnancy and maternity can 
be an opportunity for emotional gains in the sports context, 
improving internal confidence to concentrate on training 
and overcome challenges and adversities. It is a stage in 
which the athlete will benefit from planning a career transi-
tion (before and after pregnancy). The findings here indicate 
that athletes can reconcile maternity with their sports ca-
reers provided that they have social support, relative plan-
ning of the better time to become pregnant, and the per-
spective of having the freedom to reconcile the athlete's 
routine with childcare. 

Thus, when a sportswoman becomes pregnant and has a 
baby, she goes through a transition period in her career with 
new demands that will require coping skills. Good profes-
sional support and the expectation of keeping the financial 
support will enable the athlete to dedicate herself to the two 
routines, which are not mutually exclusive, and one can 
benefit the other. 
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Statement of Significance 
Problem 
Athletes in Brazil, in general, have insufficient support 

when they get pregnant. Especially in the postpartum peri-
od when there exists a pression to return quickly to the 
practice. Previous studies show that being a mother and 
athlete has lost (sleep deprivation, e.g.) and gains in emo-
tional strength.  

 
What this paper adds 
The interviews with the Brazilian athletes highlighted 

the importance of social support and show that motherhood 
is an event that requires a career transition. A support pro-
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gram for coaches and managers is an acceptable option to 
provide support to new mother-athletes in the postpartum 
period. 
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