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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Although antenatal physical activity is increasingly promoted, uptake remains low and Received 24 October 2025
safety concerns persist. Social discourse reveals how physical activity is constructed as Revised 28 April 2026
either compatible or incompatible with motherhood. Building on the literature, this Accepted 30 April 2026
study focuses on the discursive practices pregnant women deploy to account for a KEYWORDS
proactive physical activity identity; one that is uncompromised by pregnancy, but Pregnancy; physical
cognizant of exercising safely. Twelve pregnant women participated in single activity; discursive
semistructured interviews. Data were analyzed using critical discursive psychology and psychology, positioning
positioning theory. To account for a proactive physical activity identity, pregnant women theory, UK

assumed empowered, advocate, and rebellious subject-positions, which were navigated

through interpretative repertoires: reframing motherhood, retaining autonomy, and

physical activity motivational. Pregnant women resisted traditional mothering virtues of

sacrifice and selflessness and negotiated a medicalized-risk discourse to construct

physical activity as an autonomy-giving practice necessary for self-care, independence,

and preparedness for birth/labor. The findings reveal the sociocultural and historical

debates concerning the exercising pregnant body with which proactive pregnant

women contend, and how a rebellious subject-position is necessitated to account for a

proactive physical activity identity. Pro-antenatal physical activity messaging should

cultivate empowered and advocate subject-positions and reframe societal misconceptions

of the exercising pregnant woman to attenuate the need for rebellion.

Introduction

Physical activity is a health behavior that greatly benefits both pregnant mother and baby (Perales
et al., 2016). Although UK guidelines recommend pregnant women engage in 150 minutes of
moderate-intensity physical activity each week (Smith et al., 2017), physical activity levels are relatively
low (De Vivo et al., 2024) and safety concerns on the risks to pregnancy persist (Davenport et al.,
2022; Van Mulken et al., 2016). Sociocultural and historical constructions of pregnancy as a medi-
calized phenomenon (Fox et al, 2009; Heffernan et al.,, 2011; Nicolson et al., 2010) direct these
ongoing safety concerns (Shellenberger, 2023). Under a hypervigilant medicalized approach, pregnancy
is equivocated with disease and infirmity (Raudasoja & Ryba, 2024; Shellenberger, 2023), positioning
pregnant women within the role of patient (Fox et al, 2009; Heffernan et al., 2011). Despite the
increasing promotion of antenatal physical activity, a medicalized-risk discourse regulates the pregnant
body and shapes the extent to which physical activity is considered safe (Jette, 2006, 2011; Shellenberger,
2023; Van Mulken et al., 2016). Within a Western context, the medicalized-risk discourse is moderated
by competing traditional and neoliberal constructions of motherhood and appropriate health behavior.

Traditional mothering ideology is predicated on virtues of sacrifice, selflessness, and being the
primary caregiver for the growing baby (Baker, 2009) under an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1982). Mothers
are required to devote all resources available to their offspring, redirecting their priorities and pausing
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other interests (such as sport) that compete with an intensive motherhood (Hays, 1996). Under tra-
ditional archetypes of mothering and the nuclear family, babies are raised into good citizens, with
motherhood situated as an integral role shaping good citizens for society (May, 1988). Good citizens
are also healthy citizens, and although good mothers promote physical activity within the family
(Miller & Brown, 2005), historically, physical activity occupies a risky role in pregnancy
(Shellenberger, 2023).

Pregnant women operate under a maternal responsibility to ensure the health and development of
their baby (Harper & Rail, 2012) with little cause for establishing a physical activity identity for
themselves. Physical activity not only introduces risk, but a competing priority to fetal nurturing and
maternal virtues of sacrifice and selflessness (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Ohlendorf et al., 2019).
Traditional mothering ideology retains relevance today, under a hypervigilant medicalized-risk dis-
course in favor of a more sedentary pregnancy. Social discourses of responsibility and incompatibility
construct pregnancy as a state of infirmity, vulnerable to the dangers physical activity presents
(Raudasoja & Ryba, 2024). Pregnant women receive instructions from friends and family to rest,
prioritize the growing baby, and avoid the perceived risks posed by exercise (Evenson et al., 2009;
Krans & Chang, 2012; McKeough et al., 2022; Ogle et al., 2011; Wagnild & Pollard, 2020). Consequently,
exercising mothers contend with selfishness and guilt when transgressing traditional constructions of
the good mother ideal (Lewis & Ridge, 2005; Miller & Brown, 2005; Shellenberger, 2023).

Over time, a neoliberal shift toward personal responsibility for health has paved the way for phys-
ical activity to be incorporated into motherhood (Baker, 2009; Jette, 2006, 2011). The intersection of
neoliberalism and second wave feminism liberated women from the restrictions of traditional gen-
derized roles (Jette, 2006). Women have agency and choice to shape their own identities alongside
motherhood in a democratized (as opposed to nuclear) family unit (Baker, 2009), rendering them
free to pursue autonomy-giving pursuits, like physical activity. Simultaneously, mothers are responsible
for the health of themselves and their fetus under a sustained medicalized-risk discourse of personal
risk management, which promotes physical activity as part of a healthy pregnancy (Jette, 2006) and
role-modeling for offspring (Connelly & Thorpe, 2024). While this construction attempts to render
physical activity compatible with motherhood, it asserts a complex pressure on pregnant women to
control and discipline their changing body through exercise (Jette, 2006).

Physical activity is constructed as necessary for a healthy pregnancy—to physically train for child-
birth, retain a feminine bodily ideal, and bounce-back to a pre-baby-body in postpartum (Connolly
& Thorpe, 2025; Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; Jette, 2006; Nash, 2011; Prinds et al., 2020). Media idealizes
the controlled pregnant body; proliferating images exhibiting the bump-only perfect pregnancy (Mayoh,
2019; Nash, 2011), with reductive soundbites for the yummy mummy ideal (De Luca et al., 2023;
Jette, 2006; Nash, 2011; Prinds et al., 2020). Although a neoliberal approach to health offers pregnant
women a “discourse of choice” to incorporate physical activity into motherhood, it also reveals a
“complex collection of discourses about motherhood” (Baker, 2009, p.278). Discourses that contort
the traditional good mother ideal—where all three “shifts” of economic work, housework, and body-
work must be fulfilled (Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; Maddox et al., 2020).

Under an evolving medicalized-risk discourse and the feminine bodily ideal, pregnant women
continue to navigate a paradoxical tension between the responsible mother versus the yummy mummy
(Jette, 2006). A physical activity identity in pregnancy is negotiated between the traditional, all-sacrificing
archetype of motherhood, where guilt and selfishness for prioritizing physical activity are encountered
(Lewis & Ridge, 2005; Miller & Brown, 2005; Shellenberger, 2023); alongside a neoliberal shift toward
personal risk management for health, autonomy, and disciplining an obstreperous pregnant body to
emulate a fit, feminine ideal (Jette, 2006; Nash, 2011). Attempts to incorporate physical activity into
motherhood reveal a physical-activity-is-incompatible versus -compatible-with-motherhood debate.

The incompatibility of physical activity with motherhood is demonstrated through competing
genderized discourses and identities. Under a pervasive medicalized-risk discourse, exercising/athletic
mothers and pregnant women navigate opposing good-mother versus bad-mother identities (Darroch
& Hillsburg, 2017; Frohlick, 2006; Ohlendorf et al., 2019). Attempts to unify physical activity with
motherhood, traverse competing genderized discourses and identities reminiscent of traditional
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mothering roles against neoliberal (de)genderized family units. McGannon and Schinke (2013) report
how mothers navigate a patriarchal discourse of the family against a liberal feminist discourse of
the super mother who does it all—even when prioritizing physical activity. Motherhood is predicated
on selflessness, yet, contrastingly a physical activity identity is constructed as selfishness (Darroch
& Hillsburg, 2017), and the negotiation of risk and masculinity (Shellenberger, 2023). In Spowart
et al’s (2010, p.1186) examination of the surfer/mother identity, where motherhood aligns with
traditional mothering tenants of being “selfless” and “caring,” “surfer” is constructed “as the preserve
of men and masculinity,;” embodying “freedom, hedonism and irresponsibility”. Shellenberger (2023)
illustrates how perceptions of female athleticism conflicts with traditional constructions of the
maternal body through its association with masculine traits (i.e., strength, muscularity,
competitiveness).

The incompatibility of physical activity with motherhood is further displayed through tensions of
guilt and selfishness, which exercising mothers and pregnant women experience when prioritizing a
physical activity identity of their own (Darroch & Hilsburg, 2017; Jette, 2006; Lewis & Ridge, 2005;
McGannon et al., 2015; Miller & Brown, 2005; Palmer & Leberman, 2009; Shellenberger, 2023). Guilt
and selfishness derive from a perceived transgression of the traditional mothering archetype, where
selflessness and sacrifice of one’s priorities is required (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Frohlick, 2006).
These tensions are manifest in mothers’ accounts under a subversive (yet prevailing) ethic of care
(Miller & Brown, 2005) where children are prioritized, and under a medicalized-risk discourse where
any interference with motherhood is avoided (Frohlick, 2006). This tension is aptly captured among
exercising mothers practicing risky sports (Frohlick, 2006; Spowart et al., 2008, 2010). In an explo-
ration of responses to British mountaineer (and mother of two) Alison Hargreaves' fatal expedition
of K2, Frohlick (2006) described how Hargreaves’ justification for her risky sport as her occupation
transgressed a sacrificial motherhood. Hargreaves career was considered “antithetical to a ‘good
mother’” who willingly sacrifices her own career aspirations and financial gain to remain intensively
present with her children” (p.486). Thus, mothers negotiate guilt and selfishness when they transgress
the intensive motherhood approach—to be omnipresent for their children.

Media depictions have been instrumental in uniting motherhood and physical activity through
catchy slogans of ‘fitspirational’ (Holder & Lucas-Carr, 2016, p.449) or ‘fit for two’ (Jette, 2006, p.342);
by constructing physical activity as fitness for birth (Dworkin & Wachs, 2004), and through mutu-
alized identities of the ‘super mother’ (McGannon & Schinke, 2013, p.185), ‘super mum’ (McGannon
et al., 2015, p.28, 2017b, p.27) or ‘superwoman’ (Massey & Whitehead, 2022, p.2). These identities
depict the exercising mother who is ‘doing it all perfectly’ (McGannon et al., 2015, p.28)—being a
mother and exercising or achieving in athletic performance (Hodler & Lucas-Carr, 2016; Massey &
Whitehead, 2022). Mother elite athletes have challenged traditional mothering constructions of exercise
as selfish, by affirming the ‘reciprocity of motherhood and sport’ (McGannon et al., 2018, p.47), and
by establishing a unified athlete and mother identity (Hodler & Lucas-Carr, 2016; Massey & Whitehead,
2022; McGannon et al., 2012; 2018).

Mutualizing these identities is achieved through various discursive practices, such as extending the
ethic of care (Darroch & Hilsburg, 2017), assuming a healthy family positionality by role modeling
physical activity for the family (Connolly & Thorpe, 2025; Darroch & Hilsburg, 2017; Spowart et al,,
2010), and deploying discourses of empowerment (Nash, 2011) that resist traditional mothering ide-
ology (Darroch & Hilsburg, 2017; McGannon et al,, 2015; 2017b). Darroch and Hilsburg (2017)
describe how elite athlete mothers incorporate physical activity into motherhood under an extended
ethic of care, whereby mothers role-model a healthy lifestyle for their families and construct com-
petitive running as a force that has made them “better mothers” (p.66). Spowart et al. (2010, p.1196)
illustrate how mothers assume the “healthy family position” as a “strong justification” to incorporate
surfing into their mother identities to role model the physically active lifestyle. McGannon et al.
(2017a, p.131) also identified a “role mother/advocate” subject-position navigated by exercising mothers
under a discourse of “transformation and empowerment.” Consistently, empowerment discourses are
central to the justification for incorporating physical activity into motherhood (Darroch & Hillsburg,
2017; Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; McGannon et al., 2015; 2017a; Nash, 2011; Ohlendorf et al., 2019),
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alongside constructions of physical activity advocate/role modeling, which aligns with the neoliberal
construction of motherhood to raise healthy citizens (Connolly & Thorpe, 2025; Jette, 2006; Spowart
et al., 2010).

Exercising mothers continue to navigate traditional and neoliberal constructions of motherhood.
Efforts to unite motherhood and physical activity under one identity must undergo several discur-
sive contortions to render the two compatible and mutually beneficial to the disparate endeavors
of neoliberal personhood (autonomy and independence) and traditional motherhood (self-sacrifice
and caregiver).). The literature reveals subject-positions and discourses that exercising mothers
(McGannon et al., 2017a; McGannon & Schinke, 2013; Spowart et al., 2008, 2010) and, to a lesser
extent, pregnant women (Nash, 2011; Shellenberger, 2023) navigate to situate physical activity within
motherhood. Where subject-positions attempt to unify the mother-athlete identity under ‘super
mum’ (McGannon & Schinke, 2013, p.28, 2017b, p.27) or role mother/advocate (McGannon et al,,
2017a), discourses that are action orientated to incorporate physical activity/exercise into mother-
hood draw upon liberal feminist (McGannon & Schinke, 2013) and empowerment discourses
(Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; McGannon et al., 2015; 2017a; Nash, 2011),
both of which equip mothers/pregnant women to resist the good mother ideal. This study builds
on this knowledge concerning the compatibility-versus-incompatibility-of physical-activit
y-with-motherhood debate, by focusing on pregnant women specifically; exploring the subject-positions
and interpretative repertoires pregnant women draw upon to discursively account for their physical
activity identity.

Method
Design and Methodological Approach

To explore how pregnant women account for a physical activity identity, this study deployed a critical
discursive psychology methodology (Wetherell, 1998) using positioning theory (Davies & Harré, 1990).
Discursive psychology applies social constructionist principles to psychological issues (Potter, 2012)
and enables the exploration of how identity is constructed and navigated through language (Molder,
2015). The discursive construction of physical activity identities is revealed through interpretative
repertoires, which are nuanced analytic units depicting language function, construction, and variability
to produce an action orientation (Wetherell & Potter, 1998). Positioning theory (Davies & Harré,
1990) was deployed to examine the interpretative repertoire as a discursive practice for positionality.
Positioning theory enables a pragmatic assessment of language to discover how speakers discursively
position themselves (and others) as subjects (McVee, 2011). Subject-positions comprise rights, duties,
and obligations of an individual, which are assumed/negated via discursive practices of speech and
other acts, and narratives or storyline (McVee, 2011). This study takes the view that interpretative
repertoires encapsulate the complex discursive practices utilized in the uptake of subject-positions to
account for a physical activity identity.

Recruitment

This study was conducted in 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK as part of a PhD
studentship. After obtaining ethical approval from the Research Ethics Committee of Aston University
(REC REF: #1615), a study advert inviting participants to share their physical activity experiences
was posted on social media. Participants were recruited via a snowball sampling approach, where the
study advert was liked or reshared by interested participants. Eligible participants comprised pregnant
women who were willing to discuss their leisure time physical activity-related relationship/experiences,
and who had a sufficient understanding of the English language to give informed consent. Interested
participants contacted the first author, who assessed for eligibility and provided a participant infor-
mation sheet. Eligible participants were formally recruited by providing written informed consent and
were awarded shopping vouchers after completing their interview.
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Participants

Twelve participants were recruited. This sample size generated a variety of phenomenon constructions
and a wealth of rich qualitative data typical of single-interview discursive studies (e.g., Harper &
Rail, 2012; Jette & Rail, 2014). All participants were in heterosexual relationships and resided in the
UK. Gestational period ranged from weeks 15 to 40. Six participants were in trimester 2 (weeks
13>226) and 6 participants in trimester 3 (=27 weeks). Ten pregnant women were primiparas and 2
were multiparas. Participants engaged in various physical activities before and during pregnancy (e.g.,
dancing, high-intensity interval training, kickboxing, pilates, pole-fit, running, skateboarding, swim-
ming, team sports, weightlifting, yoga).

Data Collection

Participants completed a one-to-one semistructured interview remotely. Interviews ranged from
50 minutes to lhour and 32minutes in duration. The interview schedule comprised open-ended
questions, which required participants to describe and reflect on their physical activity-related expe-
riences, relationships, and identities. Data were audio recorded and transcribed, before being stored
on the University server. All data collection and analysis were completed by the first author under
the guidance of the supervisory team. All personal identifiable information were removed from tran-
scripts. Participant names were anonymized using pseudonyms.

Analysis

To capture the breadth of interpretative repertoires and subject-positions deployed, an inclusive
approach was undertaken (Wetherell & Potter, 1988), whereby all utterances about physical activity
were analyzed. Analysis began with reading and data familiarization. Initial analysis comprised orga-
nizing data into discrete segments. This included all passages of speech (Wetherell & Potter, 1988),
concerning pregnant women’s personal and societal constructions of physical activity, and their rea-
soning and justification for physical activity.

Subsequent analysis focused on discursive practices within these segments, including the function,
construction, and variability of pregnant women’s speech, and how this achieved an action orientation
(Wetherell & Potter, 1988). These items were labeled discursive resources. Synergies were established
between discursive resources, which were then clustered to form interpretative repertoires. These
discursive resources depict the function of the speech, the construction of physical activity, and offer
variability in the repertoire, which is action oriented to account for a physical activity identity.

Using positioning theory, the interpretative repertoires were then considered as a discursive practice
that enabled the speaker to navigate a subject-position, or that positioned the speaker inadvertently
to account for their identity. Subject-positions were identified and constructed from the narrative/
storyline made possible through the interpretative repertoires, and their underpinning discursive
resources. Subject-positions and accompanying interpretative repertoires were clustered under physical
activity identities.

Trustworthiness

The first author maintained a reflexive journal throughout data collection and analysis. Thoughts,
ideas, and presuppositions were chronicled to enable a systematic application of the analytical approach,
and to capture a rationale for the classification of physical activity identities, subject-positions, and
interpretative repertoires. The first author shared their presuppositions and analytical reflections with
their supervisory team and discussed the linguistic and semantic synergies within discursive practices.
The reflective journal and supervisory discussion required the first author to review their decision-making
and application of the methodology. This was crucial for the production of this research and the
first author’s development as an independent researcher.
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Results

The findings reveal the subject-positions and interpretative repertoires deployed by pregnant women
to account for a proactive physical activity identity. This identity is characterized by retaining a
physical activity level, frequency, and/or intensity largely unaltered or uncompromised by pregnancy,
while remaining cognizant of practicing exercise safely. A proactive pregnant woman engages in
physical activity for herself to practice self-care and to retain her identity, while incorporating physical
activity into pregnancy as preparedness for birth. To account for the proactive identity, pregnant
women assumed rebellious, advocate, and empowered subject-positions via the interpretative reper-
toires: reframing motherhood, retaining autonomy, and physical activity motivational.

Reframing Motherhood

Under the reframing motherhood repertoire, pregnant women navigated an empowered subject-position
by incorporating physical activity into motherhood. A rebellious subject-position was also navigated
by defending the intention to remain active, and by challenging the traditional mothering archetype
of self-sacrifice and the medicalized-risk discourse, including the promotion of rest in pregnancy.

An empowered subject-position was navigated where pregnant women incorporated physical activity
into motherhood by situating physical fitness as a necessary preparatory practice for labor/birth: “I
want to be fit enough to give birth” (Briony). Physical activity was constructed as a tool of empow-
erment for pregnant women to make labor/birth work better for them: “fit pregnancy usually means
fit labor and quicker” (Alyssa). The incorporation of physical fitness into pregnancy preparation stood
in opposition to a medicalized-risk discourse that promoted rest in pregnancy. Deploying a rebellious
subject-position, pregnant women rejected constructions of the pregnant body as vulnerable and in
need of restriction from physical activity. This occurred by challenging the medicalized-risk discourse
that constructed the pregnant body as vulnerable or risky: “well, yeah 'm pregnant, so what?! You
know? I didn’t need to be wrapped in cotton wool...nine months is a long time to not do anything!”
(Hyacinth), and by challenging the construction of pregnancy as an “illness” or condition: “..that’s
just a general perception of what most people do? Like most people stop doing stuff?!” Whereas I
just think: “well, I'm not unwell, I'm fine” (Orchid).

Pregnant women resisted dominant discourses that constructed the proactive identity as one of
risk, extremity, or self-interest over fetal well-being by defending their intentions to incorporate
‘physical activity into motherhood. This included downplaying the intensity of their physical activity:
“I dor’t think I overdo it at all” (Lavender), and by distancing themselves from an “extreme” exerciser
identity: “I'm not doing anything to an extreme” (Jasmine). Pregnant women also resisted the tradi-
tional mothering archetype of self-sacrifice by rebelling against the transition toward a sacrificial
motherhood (Frohlick, 2006) where physical activity (and their associated identity) is forsaken for
the “fetal person” (Nicolson et al., 2010):

I wanted to make sure I was still doing that bit for you that youre still doing something, you have to
change so many things for this baby that doesn't exist...it was one thing that was still my thing that I could
keep (Briony).

Shrouded in language of irritation and frustration that resented the physical limitations of a bur-
geoning bump, Alyssa articulates a bodily dysphoria alongside the loss of an entwined sense of self
and physical activity identity:

I often push past what I should be doing because I don't want the limitations of pregnancy. It really annoys

me. It really frustrates me. That I started running and within a few minutes I was really out of breath...I

just felt really irritated that I couldn’t do it...it doesn’t match up for me that I look down and there’s just
this bump and thats all there is to see (Alyssa).

Proactive pregnant women demonstrated a rebellious retention and remembrance of the self in spite
of pregnancy through physical activity. As such, physical activity was constructed as a necessary
practice for identity preservation and well-being, enabling pregnant women to prioritize themselves
and resist an intensive motherhood approach (e.g., selflessness):
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...you can get so wrapped up in just constantly organising or planning for the birth or planning for the
baby...and everything’s centred around that—that you sometimes forget about looking after yourself!
(Yolanda).

Retaining Autonomy

Under the retaining autonomy repertoire, pregnant women revealed how physical activity
simulates autonomy-giving properties of bodily control, self-connection, and independence; reaf-
firming their right to make decisions about their bodies. Although an empowered subject-position
was evoked through bodily connection and control, a rebellious subject-position was manifested
through bodily independence, decision-making, and grasping for time to prioritize physical
activity.

Pregnant women would account for a proactive identity by constructing physical activity as a
platform for empowerment; a way to foster a connection with themselves and their bodies: “..it can
help you to just...become a bit more like friends with your body...feel embodied in your body”
(Zinnia), and to prioritize themselves: “you feel like youre doing it for yourself” (Lilly). Physical
activity represented a form of escapism from the pressures and expectations of motherhood: “you
can sort of be in your own little world as well’ (Yolanda), and a practice in which they could recon-
nect with themselves: “I can silence everything around me and it just be me” (Daisy). Physical activity
was also constructed as a means of retaining control or ‘ownership’ during a time where bodily
control seemed increasingly inviable: “I think it’s having a bit of control over something whilst I'm
pregnant” (Yolanda).

A rebellious subject-position was manifested through discursive resources of bodily decision-making
and independence. Pregnant women would account for physical activity by asserting their right to
make decisions about their bodies: “I've just decided that: it's my body and I need to make my own
decisions and it's nobody else’s decision as to what I do” (Orchid). These discursive resources were
exacted at professionals in rebellion of the dominant medicalized-risk discourse that defines appro-
priate physical activity in pregnancy: “I don’t like the fact that the yoga teacher can tell me that I
can't do a certain movement, because she feels that she’s in charge of deciding that...it's my preg-
nancy!” (Zinnia). Under a retaining autonomy repertoire, pregnant women rebelled against a perceived
disempowered position constructed by professionals who assumed decision-making over their bodies.
As such, pregnant women vied for empowerment through a rebellious subject-position that challenged
dominant discourse:

There is a real lack of empowerment and giving women the education of understanding whats right and
wrong for them and then from their making their own decisions; it's almost like: “we know these exercises
are safe” (Jasmine).

Retaining autonomy intersected with a pervasive struggle of rebelliously grasping for the mercurial
“my time,” which inadvertently rejected the all-encompassing, intensive motherhood approach toward
self-sacrifice:

...that half an hour, 40 minutes on the Saturday was really important because that was sort of my time...
though it’s pregnancy-based exercise it wasn’t focused on the pregnancy, it's about me looking after myself....
and doing something that I wanted to do for half-an-hour? (Yolanda).

Pregnant women constructed time for physical activity as a space in which they could connect
with and prioritize their authentic self; doing so however, was laced with an acknowledged
selfishness:

I think a little bit of selfishness in there, for want of a better phrase...I wanted some time to myself and I
wanted to feel like me...if I wasn’t doing exercise in the week, I wouldn’t feel like me at all (Briony).

This repertoire interestingly reveals how proactive pregnant women negotiate tensions between retain-
ing a physical activity identity and transgressing the traditional mothering virtue of sacrifice by
acknowledging their “selfishness.”
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Physical Activity Motivational

Under the physical activity motivational repertoire, pregnant women navigated advocate and rebellious
subject-positions. Using fitness industry rhetoric and factual/medical language, pregnant women con-
structed competitive physical activity identities that challenged social norms and championed the
active pregnancy.

Pregnant women deployed motivational rhetoric reminiscent of the fitness industry, such as: “there
aren't any limits,” “no reason,” and “no excuses” not to be physically active. Fitness industry rhetoric
introduced a competitive form of physical activity within pregnancy, one that subscribed to a ‘no

bl
excuses culture:

I think there seems to be quite a lot of people that seem to use pregnancy as an excuse to why you can’t
be physically active...it’s not an illness, I don’t think it's an excuse, long as youre safe (Orchid).

Although this rhetoric motivates pregnant women into exercising for fitness, simultaneously, it
asserts a pressure to attain a disciplined and controlled body in pregnancy, albeit for the purposes
of fitness rather than esthetics. Interestingly, Orchid’s use of the words “long as you’re safe” allowed
for a constrained version of the medicalized-risk discourse that placed the onus of “individual respon-
sibility” for health on the pregnant woman.

Pregnant women drew upon factual/medical language to reinforce their position as a knowledgeable
advocate who challenges the pervasive medicalized-risk discourse: “..it’s always like—at the risk of
your child! And you’re like: ‘but, what’s that based on?” Like that’s not based on scientific evidence”
(Jasmine). Factual/medical language added an objective foundation to the physical activity motivational
repertoire that trumped unfounded claims indicative of both traditional mothering and the
medicalized-risk discourse:

I said to her “listen I've looked at all the evidence and as long as you are safe with these weights...weight-
lifting is a very safe and healthy way to exercise in pregnancy”...once I gave her that medical go-ahead, she
was really encouraging (Zinnia).

In notable similarity to Orchid, Zinnia negotiated the medicalized-risk discourse through similar
wording “as long as you are safe,” which inadvertently reimposed an individual responsibility on
pregnant women in pursuit of physical activity to negotiate risk to avoid scrutiny.

The advocate subject-position was reinforced through a rebellious one. The construction of com-
petitive physical activity identities advocated a sense of continued competing/achieving for fitness in
spite of pregnancy and social judgment. Two participants, who illustrated this discursive resource
well, did so with glee, which added a rebellious hue to their account for a proactive physical activity
identity. Both pregnant women gleefully transgressed social expectations of the pregnant body by
rebelliously competing and achieving beyond the fitness capability of nonpregnant people. Alyssa
silently demonstrated the fitness capabilities of the exercising pregnant body, while Orchid covertly
championed the physical capabilities of the exercising pregnant body in a half-marathon:

I loved the fact that I can still outswim anyone in my lane even when I'm heavily pregnant. And they look
at me and clearly think: ‘this, giant whale is not going to, why’s she getting in this lane with me?” And then
I'll get in and T'll be able to lap them... I enjoy that aspect that I'm better than them (Alyssa).

...it felt amazing and I kind of found myself, as I was going round chuckling and giggling to myself that
me and my husband were the only people that knew I was pregnant. And yet I was still doing the half
marathon (Orchid).

Discussion

The findings illustrate how pregnant women account for a physical activity identity that is largely
uncompromised or unaltered by pregnancy, yet cognizant of exercising safely. Although proactive
pregnant women account for physical activity as a “tool of empowerment” (McGannon et al., 2017a,
p. 129) conducive to bodily control and connection, and preparedness for labor/birth; at times, they
rebelliously campaigned for the right to prioritize themselves in spite of pregnancy. Proactive pregnant
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women deployed interpretative repertoires that reframed motherhood to incorporate physical activity
into pregnancy, and that rejected traditional mothering ideology and a medicalized-risk discourse,
which together promote rest in aversion of risk. Consequently, selfishness was negotiated when rebel-
liously prioritizing a physical activity identity of their own. Proactive pregnant women thus navigate
a discursive tightrope (Jette, 2006) between exercising for themselves and their pregnancies (under a
neoliberal shift toward personal responsibility for health), while allowing for permeations of the
medicalized-risk discourse under an advocate subject-position.

Empowered Subject-Position

The empowered subject-position was drawn upon to incorporate physical activity into motherhood
(reframing motherhood repertoire), and to retain bodily control and connection (retaining autonomy
repertoire). The empowered subject-position echoes the compatibility-with-motherhood literature, as
pregnant women/mothers are positioned as empowered and liberated through physical activity (Darroch
& Hillsburg, 2017; Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; Lewis & Ridge, 2005; McGannon et al., 2017a; Spowart
et al., 2008), under liberal feminist and empowerment discourses (McGannon et al., 2017a; McGannon
& Schinke, 2013; Nash, 2011), and empowerment identities that mutualize physical activity and
motherhood, such as ‘athlete and mother as one’ (McGannon et al., 2012, p. 824).

Under the reframing motherhood repertoire, physical activity was incorporated into motherhood
in preparedness (or fitness) for birth; empowering pregnant women to have birth/labor deliveries that
worked for them. This is consistent with exhibitions of empowerment amongst the literature, where
pregnant women are instructed to exert body control and become physically fit and prepared for
childbirth (Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; Ohlendorf et al., 2019) by navigating empowerment discourse
(Nash, 2011).

Under the retaining autonomy repertoire, physical activity was constructed as an autonomy-giving
practice, fostering bodily control, connection, independence, and decision-making. These
autonomy-giving properties are well reflected in the literature. In motherhood, physical activity is
associated with self-care (Lewis & Ridge, 2005; McGannon & McMahon, 2022; McGannon & Schinke,
2013) and autonomy or identity (McGannon et al., 2017a; Ohlendorf et al., 2019; Spowart et al.,
2008). Similarly, in pregnancy, physical activity enables body control, connection, independence,
agency, and identity (Martinez-Pascual et al., 2016; Nash, 2011). Although retaining bodily control
and connection evoked an empowered subject-position, which mirrors the compatibility-with-moth-
erhood literature (Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; Lewis & Ridge, 2005; Martinez-Pascual et al., 2016;
McGannon et al.,, 2017a; Nash, 2011; Ohlendorf et al., 2019), discursive resources of independence
and bodily decision-making necessitated a rebellious subject-position.

Rebellious Subject-Position

Pervasive throughout all repertoires, the rebellious subject-position was navigated wherever pregnant
women resisted or challenged the medicalized-risk discourse and traditional mothering virtues of
sacrifice, selflessness, and the genderized role of mothers as primary caregiver. Interweavingly, this
involved discursively rejecting the traditional mothering ideology and defending their intentions to
exercise (reframing motherhood), vying for bodily independence and decision-making to prioritize
themselves through physical activity (retaining autonomy), and constructing competitive physical
activity identities in spite of social norms/judgment (physical activity motivational).

Under the retaining autonomy repertoire, making time to prioritize physical activity involved
negotiating selfishness. This echoes the compatibility-with-motherhood literature, whereby tensions
of guilt and selfishness reveal a balancing act between prioritizing the self through physical activity
and fulfilling the good mother role (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Frohlick, 2006; Lewis & Ridge, 2005;
McGannon et al., 2018; 2022; McGannon & Schinke, 2013; Miller & Brown, 2005; Palmer & Leberman,
2009; Spowart et al., 2008, 2010). Prioritizing time for physical activity represents a ‘resistance to
restrictive stereotypes that position mothers as primary caregiver (Lewis & Ridge, 2005, p.2302).
Embracing this resistance translates into rebellion, as Spowart et al. (2008, p.199-200) reveal how
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mothers acknowledged their “rebelliousness” by asserting their “right to free time” to prioritize snow-
boarding in resistance of traditional motherhood roles. In a similar manner, rather than succumbing
to guilt and selfishness, proactive pregnant women rebelliously acknowledged the requisite selfishness
in prioritizing ‘my time’ for physical activity as “selfish time” (Miller & Brown, 2005, p. 414). The
negotiation of selfishness in the retaining autonomy repertoire is indicative of discursive practices
and subject-positions necessary to account for a proactive identity; one that resists sacrificial moth-
erhood (Frohlick, 2006), yet rebelliously accepts and equivocates a physical activity identity with
selfishness when prioritized in pregnancy.

Amongst the literature, resisting traditional mothering constructions and genderized roles to
prioritize physical activity is associated with empowerment (Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017; Dworkin
& Wachs, 2004; Lewis & Ridge, 2005; McGannon et al., 2015; 2017a; McGannon & Schinke, 2013;
Nash, 2011). However, in the current study, it is argued that for pregnant women to realize
empowerment through physical activity, they discursively traverse a rebellious subject-position.
Rebellion is necessitated when pursuing physical activity, as pregnant women contend with a
medicalized-risk discourse concerned with the well-being of the growing fetus (Ohlendorf
et al., 2019).

For example, under the reframing motherhood repertoire, pregnant women negotiated the
medicalized-risk discourse by rejecting instructions to rest, and by challenging constructions of the
pregnant body as an ‘illness’ or condition. This echoes discourses of responsibility and incompatibility
that construct the pregnant body as infirm and vulnerable to the risk of physical activity (Raudasoja
& Ryba, 2024). Similar challenge of the sociocultural construction of the pregnant body as too infirm
or disabled to exercise has been articulated by pregnant women elsewhere (Nash, 2011; Watson et al,,
2016), illustrating the pervasive medicalization of the pregnant body that positions the pregnant
woman as that of patient (Fox et al., 2009; Heffernan et al., 2011). Under the retaining autonomy
repertoire, pregnant women vied for independence and bodily decision-making by challenging the
medicalized gaze of professionals who decide which ‘exercises are safe’; rebelliously reaffirming their
right to negotiate risk independently. Thus, in motherhood, without the growing fetus, discursive
resistance/challenge is a marker of empowerment. Whereas in pregnancy, due to the medicalized-risk
discourse governing the risky (Jette, 2006) and vulnerable pregnant body to ensure the safety of the
growing fetus (Ohlendorf et al., 2019), discursive resistance/challenge of this discourse necessitates
rebellion.

The rebellious subject-position also emboldened the discursive campaign of the advocate
subject-position. Under the physical activity motivational repertoire, pregnant women constructed
competitive physical activity identities that exercised in spite of social judgment, which bears similarity
to the “resilient mother runner” subject-position “running through adversity” in McGannon et al.
(2017a, p. 133). In pregnancy, competitive physical activity identities were exhibited silently (Alyssa)
and secretly (Orchid), but in plain sight of public surveillance that police the pregnant body (Fox
et al., 2009; Nicolson et al., 2010), producing internalized feelings of delight and defiance. Interestingly,
for proactive pregnant women it seems, where physical activity is a “tool of empowerment” in moth-
erhood (McGannon et al., 2017a, p. 129), it is also a tool of rebellion in pregnancy.

Advocate Subject-Position

Advocate and empowered subject-positions shared a similar action orientation toward incorporating
physical activity into pregnancy/motherhood. However, under the physical activity motivational rep-
ertoire, physical activity is mandated as a factually/medically relevant part of pregnancy rather than
a tool of empowerment for a seamless birth/delivery. The advocate subject-position revealed differences
in how physical activity is rendered compatible in pregnancy than from motherhood. Where exercising
mothers navigate an advocate subject-position to role model a healthy lifestyle for their families
(Lewis & Ridge, 2005; McGannon et al., 2017a; Spowart et al., 2010) under an extended ethic of care
(Darroch & Hillsburg, 2017); in pregnancy, the advocate subject-position is drawn upon to campaign
for a proactive physical activity identity and negotiate the medicalized-risk discourse. Under the
physical activity motivational repertoire, the advocate subject-position legitimized the compatibility
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of physical activity with pregnancy as founded on empiricism (factual/medical language) and popu-
larized through fitness slogans/soundbites (fitness industry rhetoric).

Through factual/medical language, participants attempted to empirically account for the safe role
of physical activity in pregnancy, such as asserting the need for “scientific evidence” and offering a
“medical go-ahead” Consistent with Nash (2011), pregnant women’s use of factual/medical language
to advocate for physical activity was contingent on their existing professional knowledge/expertise.
Pregnant women also deployed fitness industry rhetoric of “no excuses,” mirroring pregnancy fitness
slogans/soundbites popularized through media (Jette, 2006, 2011), such as “no reasons to stop pumping
iron” (Dworkin & Wachs, 2004, p. 614). Although fitness industry rhetoric exerts a neoliberal respon-
sibility on mothers to claim or retain a physically fit body (Jette, 2006) by ‘avoiding excuse making’
(Hodler & Lucas-Carr, 2016, p. 451), contrary to the literature, proactive pregnant women did not
construct physical activity as a pressure to discipline their bodies into a feminine beauty ideal or to
bounce-back in postpartum (Connolly & Thorpe, 2025; Dworkin & Wachs, 2004; Nash, 2011; Prinds
et al., 2020). Rather, physical activity was constructed as “body control” toward fitness for birth and
connection with self (Martinez-Pascual et al., 2016, p. 352); spotlighting pregnancy as an athletic
pursuit of its own.

Under the physical activity motivational repertoire, pregnant women negotiated the medicalized-risk
discourse to legitimize the safe role of physical activity in pregnancy. When advocating for physical
activity, medicalized-risk discourse permeated participants accounts. Both Zinnia (factual/medical
language) and Orchid (fitness industry rhetoric) advocated physical activity under the proviso ‘as
long as you are safe’ This allowed for permeations of risk to construct a more convincing account
of physical activity as a safe and considered practice, thus neutralizing constructions of the proactive
identity as reckless or risky. Permeations of the medicalized-risk discourse legitimized the advocate
subject-position, as it demonstrated how pregnant women proactively negotiated (as opposed to
negated) risk, by constructing it as a proxy for safe physical activity. This finding is emulated by
pregnant women athletes, who negotiate “athletic discourses that reward risk and discipline, and
medical discourses that suggest caution” (Shellenberger, 2023, p.157). Negotiating the medicalized-risk
discourse, the advocate subject-position reveals how proactive pregnant women navigate a discursive
tightrope between exercising for a healthy pregnancy while mitigating perceived risk to fetal health
(Jette, 2006).

Limitations

The data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic; a time in which pregnant women were
shielded from public interaction. Despite expectations that risk to pregnancy may have felt more
apparent, the pandemic played a negligible role in pregnant women’s discursive practices.

Participants were in heterosexual relationships, which could limit findings to stereotypical arche-
types of motherhood (Nash, 2011). Future research should purposively sample participants from
ethnic minorities, nonpartnered, nonheterosexual relationships, and nongendered or multigendered
identities to focus upon diversifying sociocultural and historical constructions of exercise in
pregnancy.

Conclusion and Implications

This study illustrates how a proactive physical activity identity is discursively negotiated. While preg-
nant women navigate empowered and advocate subject-positions to account for physical activity, a
sacrificial motherhood (Frohlick, 2006) and risk perceptions for the growing “baby that doesn’t exist”
necessitate a rebellious subject-position. Pregnant women account for a proactive identity by con-
structing physical activity as a liberating and autonomy-giving practice central to their sense of self
and preparation for birth. Yet, traditional mothering ideology and a medicalized-risk discourse con-
strain the role of physical activity in pregnancy, leaving little recourse but for rebellion. The
subject-positions and interpretative repertoires articulated here, reveal various sociocultural and
historical debates surrounding the exercising pregnant body with which pregnant women contend,
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and the positional vantage points (Davies & Harré, 1990) from which they negotiate their proactive
identity.

Social influences play a crucial facilitative role, with pregnant women exercisers requiring support,
understanding, and motivation from like-minded people to remain physically active (Livingston et al.,
2026). Drawing upon a discursive approach, the current study uniquely illustrates how pregnant
women negotiate wider societal concerns and misconceptions, which can be reframed or deconstructed
to support the retention of a proactive physical activity identity. Educational campaigns are often
deployed to challenge societal misconceptions, yet the way in which information is presented influ-
ences enduring conceptual and sociocultural change. Policymakers, practitioners, and antenatal physical
activity campaigns would benefit from deploying interpretative repertoires that cultivate empowered
and advocate subject-positions to reduce a reliance upon rebellion. For example, the retaining auton-
omy repertoire constructs physical activity as a means of bodily control and connection, which
empowers pregnant women to negotiate the traditional mothering ideology that deprioritizes physical
activity in pregnancy. The physical activity motivational repertoire enables pregnant women to advo-
cate for safe exercise while negotiating the medicalized-risk discourse, which constrains the exercising
pregnant body.

The promotion of empowered and advocate subject-positions is strengthened, however, when the
discursive practices of the rebellious subject-position are understood. This subject-position signifies
the importance of challenging the traditional mothering ideology and medicalized-risk discourse to
reaffirm pregnant women’s right to bodily decision-making. Although discursive constructions of
physical activity as independence and resistance of good mothering ideals are valid and motivating,
without the presence of empowered and advocate subject-positions, these messages can beget societal
misconception toward a disregard for safety and risk. Empowered and advocate subject-positions can
deconstruct societal misconception by unifying a proactive physical activity identity with pregnancy
and motherhood, thereby negating the need to resort to rebellion.
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