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Abstract

Introduction: The purpose of the research was to examine the beliefs and
experiences of women in the postpartum period on how the physical
activity during pregnancy affects the psychological and physical well-
being, the outcome of childbirth and the recovery in postpartum period.
Methods: The qualitative methodology was used. The purposive sample
of 11 women who have given birth in the last year was applied. Their
mean age was 27.6 years (s = 4.37); most of them (n = 5) finished upper
secondary education; most of them (n = 7) were living in rural areas;
more than half of the interviewees were primiparous women (n = 8).
Data were collected using a semi-structured interview in January 2017.
The data gathered were analyzed with the method of content analysis.
Results: The analysis yield three themes, namely (1) the factors that
affect the implementation, opportunities, motivation and awareness
about the importance of physical activity during pregnancy, (2) the
characteristics of performing physical activity in the postpartum period,
(3) the implementation of pelvic floor muscle exercise during pregnancy
and after childbirth. Discussion and conclusions: The results indicate
that women are very aware about the importance of physical activity
during pregnancy and its positive impact on childbirth, postpartum
period, and psychological and physical well-being. The interviewees
were the opinion that physical activity helped to facilitate childbirth and
recovery after childbirth. The time taken by the individuals dedicated to
physical activity differed between the interviewees. Most women during
pregnancy were engaged in physical activity individually. They usually
choose walking and swimming.
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egular physical activity is one of the most important factors to lead of a

healthy way of life. This also the case with the prenatal period, pregnan-

cy time and the postpartum period. Moderate physical exercise is ex-
pected to be a part of everyday life of the future mother as long as there are
no health or other complications associated with pregnancy. Physically fit and
psychologically well prepared women bear their pregnancy better and are bet-
ter prepared for the birth and also recover after it. A healthy lifestyle for preg-
nant women - including suitable sport activity as well as a healthy diet — have
a positive impact on the growth and development of the fetus, are beneficial to
the body and health, and also contribute to an easier childbirth and to get in
shape faster after giving birth (Mlakar et al., 2011).

A lot of women want to change their physical activity the moment they
find out they are pregnant. That is why it is important they get proper ad-
vice about doing physical activity during pregnancy. Some of them, especial-
ly in the first and last quarter of pregnancy do not have enough will and re-
al energy for exercise while others are excessively concerned for the well-being
and health of the fetus. A number of studies have shown that physical activi-
ty has beneficial effect on the mental stability of pregnant women, reduces low-
er back and other joints’ pain, improves sleep, helps to maintain appropriate
body weight, increases endurance and strength in labor (Larsson and Lind-
qvist, 2005), improves the cardio-vascular and respiratory system function, re-
duces the possibility of developing of pre-eclampsia, gestational diabetes and
high blood pressure and it also helps to an easier childbirth and reduces the
number of peripartal complications (Wadsworth, 2007; Lucovnik et al., 2013;
Cid and Gonzalez, 2016). Pregnant women who are physically active have less
pregnancy problems, less frequent pain in the pelvic ring and urinary inconti-
nence (Videmsek et al., 2015).

Methods

We used a qualitative research paradigm. The test sample included eleven
women who gave birth in the last year. Their average age was 27.6 years. The
youngest was 22 years old and the oldest was 35. Five of the participants had
secondary education, two of them higher education, and four had a universi-
ty degree. Most of them, i.e. seven participants, lived in rural areas, while four
lived in the city. For one participant, it was her third childbirth, for two partici-
pants it was the second, and for eight it was their first. Regarding the gestation-
al age, ten pregnancies were full-term and one was premature. In the partici-
pants who had a vaginal birth, the birth giving lasted 1 to 13 hours. On average,
the childbirth lasted 7.3 hours in women giving birth for the first time, 4.5 hours
in women giving birth for the second time, and only 1 hour in a woman giving
birth for the third time.

The method of data collection was a semi-structured interview. We invit-
ed the potential participants to take part in the research in writing, with the ex-
planation of the purposes and objectives of the research as well as its methods.



We used contacts in our own social network, and with the technique of snow-
ball sampling, we reached women who voluntarily accepted the invitation. Ac-
cording to their wishes and availability, we agreed on the date, place and time
of the interview. The interviews were held in January and February 2017. We
took into account the ethical aspects of the research, so all interviewees had to
sign the informed consent form before the start of the interview in case they
decided to participate. An introductory inquiry on sociodemographic data was
followed by an interview which was sound recorded. The average interview
lasted 30 minutes. The data obtained through the interview were analysed by
content analysis of the text.

Results

After the initial coding phase of the text in which twenty-two categories were
identified, they were combined into three central themes with individual sub-
themes that define physical activity during pregnancy. The themes were hier-
archically distributed (Table 1), which means that the first topic was support-
ed by most statements. And at least the statements of the women participating
were the last topic.

Table 1: Themes in qualitative analysis.

Theme Subtopics Number of references

The influence of the course of pregnan-
cy on the physical activity during preg- 26
nancy

Types and opportunities for physical

The factors that affect the implemen- ivi i 95
p. activity before and during pregnancy

tation, opportunities, motivation and

awareness about the importance of
physical activity during pregnancy

Accessing information, encouragement
and motivation for physical activity 24
during pregnancy

Awareness of the impact of physical ac-
tivity on psychological and physical 76
well-being

The characteristics of performing phys- Physical activity in the postpartum pe-

ical activity in the postpartum period  riod ¥

The implementation of pelvic floor The gap between the awareness of the
muscle exercise during pregnancy and  impact of pelvic floor muscle training 24
after childbirth. and its realization

Discussion

Results of the study showed that women are well informed about the impor-
tance of physical activity during pregnancy and are aware of its positive effects
on their well-being, the course of pregnancy, the childbirth and the postpar-
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tum period. Through interviews and their answers gained, we found out that
the interviewees did swimming, pilates, cycling on an exercise bike, skiing and
hiking during pregnancy. Among the participants walking was dominating,
because beside the already mentioned other types of physical activity, walking
was chosen by all women. Most of them devoted between 30 and 6o minutes,
some also more time, to physical activity depending on the day, their well-be-
ing and available time. On average, they were physically active five times a
week. We believe that this is a good result according to the issued recommen-
dations by American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (2002). The
same can be confirmed by comparing this qualitative research with a quantita-
tive study carried out by Rijavec (2016).

In the research, we found that all the interviewees were performing phys-
ical activity independently. It seems to us from a medical point of view, this in-
formation is worrying because we do not know whether the participants were
familiar with it. What they need to be careful about doing and when they need
to stop their physical activity. In any case, this could be the research question
for a new research. Gogala (2013) found, that the majority of respondents, 39
(68.4%), during their pregnancy used non-organized forms of physical activ-
ity, with their family and friends or independently. We also received interest-
ing answers on the question where the women got information about the form
or type of exercise to perform during the pregnancy. We were surprised by the
statements of the participants that they found the information themselves us-
ing various easily accessible sources. At least ten participants confirmed that
they had access to information via the Internet. We have a question here: »Is
the Internet really a right, reliable source of information?« It is often believed
that the answer is affirmative, but it is important to know on which website
we access the information, otherwise, we could overlook important warnings.
At this point, we have identified a gap, so we believe that greater awareness is
needed, especially at the primary level of health care. Only three interviewees
said in their statements that the information was provided by healthcare pro-
fessionals. In a survey carried out by Gragelj (2014), 27 (54%) of surveyed preg-
nant women received the most information about exercise during pregnancy
on the Internet and only 6 pregnant women (12%) from health workers at the
parent's school..

Due to an important role of the pelvic floor muscles in the life of every
woman, in this research, we tried to determine whether the participants were
performing pelvic floor muscle training during pregnancy and whether they
were aware of the importance of these muscles. The results show that all the
women know the reasons for strengthening the pelvic floor muscles and are
aware of how it can affect pregnancy, childbirth, and postnatal period. It was
very encouraging to find that seven of them were doing pelvic floor muscle ex-
ercises already during the pregnancy. Rijavec (2016) reported that in her study,
35 (76,1%) of the 46 women surveyed performed exercises for strengthening the
pelvic floor muscles during pregnancy.



The qualitative research confirmed the already known scientific findings:
physical activity has beneficial effects on childbirth and postnatal recovery
(Blenkus et al., 2015; VidemsSek et al., 2015) — which in this case, was also a sub-
jective opinion of women. Participating women perceived physical activity to
be important for an easier birth. Most of the interviewees believed that due to
regular physical activity during the pregnancy, they had more power and phys-
ical fitness during the birth, which made their birth and the recovery period af-
ter that significantly easier and shorter.

The type of physical activity pregnant women can attend is organized ex-
ercise intended for them. In the results of the research we were surprised by the
fact that only two women attended guided exercise during pregnancy but it was
not specifically set for pregnant women.

In a study conducted by Rijavec (2016), only 9 (19.6%) of the 46 respond-
ents decided on organized group exercise during pregnancy. In a study con-
ducted by Husi¢ (2015) this type of activity was attended by 6 (15.8%) of the 40
respondents. According to the results of these studies, we can conclude that in
general, women are generally less likely to have guided exercise in pregnancy.
The finding that there is not an organized physical exercise for participating
pregnant women in their hometown or in their immediate area is a concern.
We believe that in the future organized exercise intended for pregnant women
should expand and take place in all health centers throughout Slovenia. In Slo-
venia we have not come across any qualitative research in this field, so we be-
lieve that in the future it would be necessary to carry out a similar, more exten-
sive survey that would allow comparison of results and would thus show the
difference between the physical activity of the pregnant women that live in ru-
ral areas and those who live in the urban environment.

Conclusions

Modern women are very aware of the importance of regular physical activity
(especially during pregnancy) and all its positive impacts on psychological and
physical well-being, the course of pregnancy, childbirth and postpartum peri-
od. They also know that a fit woman will quickly adapt to all the changes that
happen in her new period.

Physical activity during pregnancy is definitely one of the most impor-
tant factors affecting the mental and physical well-being of the mother-to-be,
the course of pregnancy, childbirth and postpartum period. All participants
showed that with their statements. They were physically active before pregnan-
cy and even more committed to and continued it over their expecting period.
A detailed analysis of the results has confirmed the fact that health-care work-
ers have known for a long time — physical activity positively affects the well-be-
ing of the pregnant women and their health and the fact that pregnant wom-
en who take regular exercise feel better. There has been less tension in them.
In this emotionally delicate period they were more relaxed, had more strength
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and energy, and were physically better prepared for childbirth. All of this has
consequently led to an easier delivery and faster recovery afterwards.
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