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Abstract- The process of returning to competitive sport 

following childbirth is a complex and multidimensional 

phenomenon influenced by physiological recovery, 

psychological adjustment, and sociocultural conditions. 

This paper presents a detailed review of existing 

literature to understand how female athletes navigate the 

transition from motherhood back to competitive sport. 

Research indicates that although many athletes resume 

training within 6–12 weeks postpartum, recovery is 

highly individualized and depends on factors such as 

medical support, physical condition, and training 

structure. Psychological dimensions, including athletic 

identity, self-efficacy, and motivation, play a critical role 

in determining successful return. Furthermore, 

sociocultural constraints, particularly in developing 

contexts like India, significantly impact women's 

participation due to gender norms, lack of institutional 

support, and limited maternity policies. The paper 

identifies a critical gap in narrative-based and culturally 

grounded research on Indian sportswomen and 

emphasizes the need for qualitative exploration of their 

lived experiences. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Historically, motherhood has often been perceived as 

a barrier to women’s participation in competitive 

sports. Female athletes were expected to prioritize 

family responsibilities over professional aspirations, 

leading to interruptions or even termination of athletic 

careers. However, recent developments in sports 

science and gender discourse have challenged this 

traditional view. Increasingly, female athletes are 

demonstrating that it is possible to return to 

competitive sport after childbirth and perform at high 

levels. 

Despite this progress, the process of returning to sport 

postpartum is far from simple. It involves navigating 

multiple transitions simultaneously—physical 

recovery from childbirth, psychological adjustment to 

motherhood, and social expectations regarding gender 

roles. These overlapping demands make postpartum 

return to sport a complex biopsychosocial process. 

While international research has begun to explore 

these dimensions, there remains a significant lack of 

context-specific understanding, particularly in India. 

Cultural expectations, limited institutional support, 

and societal pressures create unique challenges for 

Indian sportswomen. Therefore, it is essential to 

examine postpartum return to sport through a 

comprehensive and culturally grounded perspective. 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 Physiological Factors Affecting Postpartum Return to 

Sport 

Pregnancy and childbirth bring about profound 

physiological changes that directly influence an 

athlete’s performance capacity. Hormonal 

fluctuations, particularly changes in estrogen and 

progesterone levels, affect muscle strength, joint 

stability, and energy levels. Additionally, 

cardiovascular adaptations during pregnancy can alter 

endurance and stamina. 

During pregnancy, most athletes reduce training 

intensity and volume to accommodate these changes. 

Research indicates that postpartum recovery typically 

begins within a few weeks after childbirth, with many 

athletes resuming physical activity between 6 and 12 

weeks (Bø et al., 2019). However, recovery timelines 

are highly variable and depend on individual health 

conditions, type of delivery, and access to medical 

guidance. 
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Postpartum complications such as pelvic floor 

dysfunction, musculoskeletal instability, fatigue, and 

metabolic changes can further delay return to sport. 

These conditions require structured rehabilitation and 

gradual reintroduction of training loads (Woodroffe et 

al., 2024). 

Despite these challenges, several studies suggest that 

long-term athletic performance is not necessarily 

compromised by pregnancy. In fact, some athletes 

report improved performance levels following 

childbirth, possibly due to enhanced psychological 

motivation and disciplined training routines (Trevizan 

et al., 2022; Hewitt et al., 2025). This indicates that 

with appropriate support, athletes can successfully 

regain or even exceed their pre-pregnancy 

performance. 

Psychological Factors and Athletic Identity 

The psychological dimension of postpartum return to 

sport is equally significant. Athletes often face identity 

conflict as they attempt to balance their roles as 

mothers and competitors. This dual identity can create 

emotional strain, leading to feelings of guilt, anxiety, 

and stress. 

The concept of athletic identity (Brewer et al., 1993) 

plays a crucial role in this transition. Athletes who 

strongly identify with their sporting role may feel a 

greater urgency to return but may also experience 

distress if they perceive a decline in performance. 

Conversely, those who successfully integrate their 

maternal and athletic identities tend to demonstrate 

better psychological adjustment. 

From a narrative psychology perspective, individuals 

construct meaning through their life experiences 

(McAdams, 2001). Motherhood can serve as a 

transformative experience that reshapes an athlete’s 

sense of self. Many athletes report increased 

resilience, renewed motivation, and a deeper sense of 

purpose after becoming mothers. 

Social support is a critical factor in facilitating 

psychological adjustment. Support from family 

members, coaches, and peers helps athletes manage 

stress and maintain engagement in sport (Beilock et 

al., 2001). Lack of support, on the other hand, can lead 

to withdrawal or reduced participation. 

Sociocultural and Institutional Factors 

Sociocultural influences play a major role in shaping 

postpartum return to sport, especially in countries like 

India. Traditional gender norms often prioritize 

caregiving responsibilities over professional 

ambitions, making it difficult for women to resume 

athletic careers after childbirth (Chakraborty & Deb, 

2020). 

Female athletes frequently face societal expectations 

that discourage them from pursuing sports after 

becoming mothers. These expectations can lead to 

internalized guilt and reduced confidence. 

Additionally, lack of institutional support further 

exacerbates these challenges. 

Key structural barriers include: 

• Absence of maternity policies in sports 

organizations 

• Financial instability and lack of sponsorship 

protection 

• Limited access to childcare facilities 

• Inadequate medical and rehabilitation support 

From an intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 1989), 

these challenges are not only gender-based but also 

influenced by socioeconomic and cultural factors. 

Women from less privileged backgrounds may face 

even greater barriers. 

However, research shows that supportive 

environments significantly improve outcomes. 

Policies such as paid maternity leave, flexible training 

schedules, and childcare support enable athletes to 

return to competitive sport more effectively (Smith et 

al., 2025). 

Research Gap 

Despite increasing research in this area, several 

important gaps remain. 

First, existing literature is largely quantitative and 

biomedical, focusing on physical recovery and 

performance outcomes. There is limited exploration of 

the subjective experiences of athletes. 

Second, most studies are conducted in Western 

contexts, with minimal attention to countries like 
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India, where cultural and institutional conditions differ 

significantly. 

Third, postpartum return to sport is often treated as a 

linear process, whereas in reality it is dynamic and 

individualized. 

Fourth, there is a lack of integrated biopsychosocial 

research, as most studies examine physiological, 

psychological, and social factors separately. 

Finally, there is insufficient policy-oriented research, 

limiting practical application of findings. 

III.FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

Future research should focus on: 

Conducting qualitative, narrative-based studies to 

capture lived experiences 

Exploring Indian and cross-cultural contexts 

Using biopsychosocial frameworks for integrated 

analysis 

Implementing longitudinal designs to study changes 

over time 

Developing policy interventions to support athlete 

mothers 

IV.CONCLUSION 

Returning to competitive sport after childbirth is a 

complex but achievable process. It requires not only 

physical recovery but also psychological strength and 

sociocultural support. While many athletes 

successfully navigate this transition, structural barriers 

continue to limit opportunities, particularly in India. 

This paper highlights the need for more culturally 

grounded, narrative-based research to better 

understand the experiences of sportswomen. Such 

research can inform policies, interventions, and 

support systems that enable athlete mothers to thrive 

both personally and professionally. 
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