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Experiences of Pregnancy on the World Class Programme:
Athlete Partner Research

"201é was the big one for us in terms of
funding - you secure your funding a bit more
over that period of time. And that's when we

were trying.”

"I guess it was just the tiredness that
really kind of killed us.”

“You just need to go and be somewhere
where you can just be and it's not your sport,
it's not your job and it's not home either,”

“From my point of view, unless you're
the one having the child - whether that's
surrogacy or giving birth - it’s almost not a
forgotten subject.”

“It...wasn't easy to say the least. I'm trying
to juggle a newborn and training at the same
time, and | was very conscious that | had to
be there, and | wanted to be there to help.”

METHODOLOGY

The findings in this report are based on a qualitative research project conducted by

dCal

fernics lauthors] at Loughborough University and Liverpool John Mocres Universily

The research project was developed in collaboration with UK Sport

Research questions

The research was designed to document the experience

of Olympic and Paralympic athletes who have supported,

nswdering supparting, thesr partners pregnancy

whilst on, or recently retired from, UK Sports Waorld

Class Programme. For research purposes, this group

gferred to as athlete partners. Three main research
guestions structured the focus of the research
These were

e What are the experiences of Dlympic and Paralympi

athletes who support their partners pregrancy wihilst

an the WCP?

« What challenges and concerns do athletes face In
‘1F'Z-\'i-jll'l-;| support to their partners th roug hout the
pregnancy journey and post-partumn ?

* How doathlete partners feel they could be supporied

dur ng the pregnancy and post childbirth by NGBs?

Research design and method
The research employed a qualitative research desigr

with semi-structured interviews as the methed for data

and fargeled communications .-II:I:_:-.I'- the research _-..’:.-1.":.-

facilitated by UK Sport, British Elite Athletes Association
ning Bodies [MGEBs| and the lead

authars, Interviews were conducted with 10 athlete

[BEAA], Matianal Gover

partners betw

an February and '.El."'Fll:.'.“'f'.‘l"I 2023: This

ncluded Olympic [n=5} and Paralympic |n=5) athletes
imale n=8 / fermale n=2] from across Hockey, Cycling,
Para Cycling, Wheslchair Basketball, Athletics, Marathon
Running, Para Rowing, Judo. Athletes shared their
gxperiences from a range of perspectives, this included
pranatal, postpartum and early years.

Data analysis

Interviews lasted between 40 and 90 minutes and were

conducted by the aulhors via Micr
were audiorecorded and transcribed verbatim before

undergoing a form of qualitative thematic analysis

Data ana yaI5 procedures were fallowed throunhout
the process o enhance coding reliability and empirical
adequacy. The full dataset for this project has been

securely archived within

oughboraugh University's

Data Kepository

Ethics
lhe research study was granted Ethical Approval by
Loughborough University Ethics Review Committee’

|'|| BrVIEW |'1 1 3 has SeCul ':'.'I.I:-I ma .dr.ll I | 1 ar -

General Pratection B ation |[GOPR], Identifying

U
information has been removed to protect

athlate ronymily.

Research strengths and limitations

the form of qualitative ingquiry and meathods employed

The findings in this report reflect the current context

regnancy guidance at the time asagrch was

and
conducted | January = September 2023

The findings of the study are presented under the

following themaltic headings:
s Eipertences of athletes whao have supported their

partners pregnancy

* Challenges throughout the pregnancy journeay

and postpartum

« Providing suppert for athlete partners
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FINDINGS

EXPERIENCES OF ATHLETES WHO HAVE
SUPPORTED THEIR PARTNERS PREGNANCY

I. Decision Making

The findings of the study indicated that there are several
factors that impact an athlete’s decision to start a family
whilst on the WCF. Although factors such as age and
relationship prioritles were considered, the alhletes

in the study were clear that competition and training
schedules; funding cycles and the availability of family/
peer support were critical in the decision-

making process.

“We'd sat down and said, ‘when should we
start?. We decided May time because |
would've got my warm weather training out
the way. Oh sorry, maybe February time, and
then I'd go for warm weather tratning and if it
worked, it worked.”

2014 was the big one for us in terms of
funding - you secure your funding a bit more
over that period of time, And that’s when we
were trying.”

"I think it would be really, really difficult if we
didn’t have support and back up. But to be
honest, that is the same for our careers in
general. Our families are really supgortive;
think we're incredibly lucky to have the support
that we do, and | know that they'll be cafled
upaon,”

“Tokyo had been moved [and] it kind of shunted
our planning for a baby”.

“The plan was always sort of ga to this
Olympics and then we'd have family. "

Indeed, athletes emphasised the need to plan the
pregnancy around major events and training schedules to
ensure they were present for the birth ef their child and
to support thefr partnar postparturm. This often led to
athletes feeling a pressure o conceive within a specific
and relatively short window af time and a sense of
needing lo balance their commitment ta key
performance events with the unpredictability and limits
af canception.

“Iwas looking al the diary being like well, if

we want a baby, we're going to have to try and

plan it so that it arrives here so that I'm hame
hecause we don't get paternity leave. | wanted
to try and time it where the haby arrived in my
off season so that | could spend the majority of
the three week learning how to become a dad
or enjoying those experiences.”

“It's a tough one and it’s hard for athletes
because sa many athletes will have had to wait
for the “right time’ to have a baby and when is
the right time?”

“For me it was like: are we doing it at the right
time? ..l was like the thought of being pregnant
is amazing, but I'd miss Worlds and | really

feit like | shouldn’t be having these thoughts
because it's a big thing that you want ta do, and
you-can’t postpone everything forever and then
yau realise you're in your tate thirties and there
is such a thing as a biological clock.”

As an athlele the planning to become a parent,
you kind of try and fit it around your schedule.
The conception, you know, trying to conceive
araund my rowing schedule, We sat down

and did a lot of planning and ultimately like
anything, conceiving a baby, naturatly, naturally
ar not, the baby wants to come, and she did.”

“We'll try up until this point and if it doesn’t
happen, we'll reschedule until after Tokyo...

We gave ourselves a 10 week gap. That gives X
amount to time to recover; train, put in a winter
training block, and then the Games.”

Flanning a family in the case of athletes with partners
also on the WCP was perceived as particularly difficult,
Certainly, several athletes indicated that starting a family
was only possible following their partners retirement
from performance sport. Althouah the intreduction of
the UK Sport pregnancy guidance has provided greater
support and provision for female athletes on the WCP
wha wish to start a family, for athlets couples, supporting
a farmily within the current system and structure of the
perfarmance environment was perceived by some

as impossible’.

“If we were both training and competing it
would've been impossible, and we couldn't
have done it.”

“If [partner] was an athlete-mum and | was
an athlete-dad at the same time, again, | don’t
think it could work, [ fust don't think it

would work.”

Relatedly, a number of athletes indicated that retirement
would be a likely outcome if they were to have a

second child having experienced significant challenges
supporting their first child whilst on the WCF,

"Having had the baby and having gone to
racing and having gone to training camps and
understanding how hard it is, we can’t imagine
daing it with a toddler and a second baby while
I'm still an active athlete.”

Indesd, some athletes indicated that there was still a
perception on the WCP that starting a family woutd lead
to retirement.

“It's almost like a stereolype that is, like literally,
he's having a baby. He's finished now, he's done.
But it doesnt have to be that way. And | don't
know why..but it is very much like, oh, yeah,
he’s finished now.”™

Alongside training and event schedules, athletes
described the importance of funding cycles in their
dacision ta start a family. Certainly, several athletes
conveyed the imporlance of securing a period of funding
bafore they considersd conceiving so that they were in

a better posttion to manage the financial challenges
assaotiated with supporting a family alongside sparting
commitments

‘We had world champs that year then 2016

was the big one for us in terms of funding - you
secure your funding a bit more aver that period
of tirme. And that's when we were frying.”
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"There's still pressure to go out there and
medal but the pressure’s not on as much, and
we could kind of plan a bit mare. You know,
further down the line with [my son] and how

{ how | was going fo divide my time fo get the
performance element right as well as being a
good father figure as well.”

Howevear, the mast notable factor that influenced
athletes decision to start a family whilst on the WCP was
the presence and proximity of family and peer support
networks. For many of the athletes in the study, family
support, particularly in the postpartum, was vital to
their ability to manage childcare responsibilities with
WCP commitments.

I've got both my parents lpcally, and so does
my wife because she grew up in a village in
Leicestershire not far from mine. 5o, we're
like ten minutes or maybe twenly minutes
from both sets of parents which is really, really
handy. Obviously, everything else - like the
preparation before birth, if | couldn't make a
scan then her parents would go with her, and if
we needed anything doing or needed advice or
help it’s relatively close by and so yeah, a very
vital support system.”

"I think it wauld be really, really difficult if

we didn't have suppart and back-up. But to

be honest, that is the same for our careers

in general. Like, our families they are really
suppartive; think we're incredibly lucky to have
the support that we do, and | know that they'll
be called upon.”

"Both our parents are just retired, so we
knew that they'd have the added time to help.
Whereas a couple of years ago we wouldn't
have had the help from my mum.”

o
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“For me it was like: are we doing it at the right time?
...l was like the thought of being pregnant is amazing,
but I'd miss Worlds and | really felt like | shouldn't be

having these thoughts because il's a big thing that you
want to do, and you can't postpone everything forever.”

Il. Communication and Support

Although there is a myriad of factors that influence an
athlete's decision to start & family whilst an the WCP,
the importance given to funding and family netwark for
the athletes in this study Llargely stems from the current
dearth of guidance and support available to athlete
partners an the WCF. Indeed, many athletes conveyed
the extent to which the challenges around family
glanning _-i:'!-'l supporting ther partner pr Ifl-ﬂ!:dl -:’Ill
postpartum was compounded by a lack of farmal advice
on strategies o manage their new family set up on the
WCP - "[it was] ane of the biggest challenges and just a

complete unkpown

Certainly, a number of athletes indicated that there had
been very limited dialogue with support staff and NGBs
managed

in the contex| of training and performance commitments

about how their partners pregnancy might be

"There's very little communication ['m getting
fram them, you know, couple of the contacts |
have at INGB], you know, messaged me to say
congratulations, but nothing in terms of direct,
tn terms of support or anything like that for
anything really.. from my point of view, unless
you re the one having the child - whether
that’s surrogacy or giving birth —it's almost a
forgotten subject.”

“They've hardly spoken to me about it...
they've only really spoken to me about it with
regards to what | would do with the World
Championships which I'm meant to go to
inJdune.”

The findings indicate that athietes typically seek advice
on managing family and sporting commitments via
nfarmal netwarks which aften included pears with

shared BipEriERCeS

"You are literally doing it [getting support]
through, you know, friends and things like that.
You know, word of mouth [is] how your kind of
gelling your supparl.”

EXPERIENCEE O
FROGRAMM

| work closely with [namel, wha is a runner..
and has three kids, so he's been
very supportive.

"He's maore kind of like a close friend now and
he's got-an 18 month old baby and 5o he's
experienced it all very recently. He's, you khow,
very much kind of a friend to say look

[name removed] back off you're training a little
bit when the baby comes...s0 he would be the
person that | would go te for advice. You know
very much from a friend perspeclive to talk me
through it = kind of share experiences and stuff
like that.”

|l was] speaking to other athletes who have
fad kids.”

in some instances, athletes reflected on the exlent to

which they chose not to seek advice fram MGEBs in the
knowledge that there was an absence of formal guidance
to support athlete partners and/or that they simply did

not expect ,L.,,:;r'gl'nrl

“ldan’t know whether this is more fool on me,
but | dign 't really access anything through the
governing bodies.”

Its like I didn’t necessarily expect anything
from the governing body.”

[here was alse an extent to which some athlete partners
were cognisant of the differences in the implications

and experience of pregnancy and parenthood for

female athletes an the WCP- "whereas when you re-a
temale athlete considering having a child, that's a huge
implication on the sport ng career - wilh this-often
compounding their decisman nol o sesk advice

from NGBs.

Seve

sfal athletes indicated that conversations with

Performance Directors and Coaches around their

partners pregnancy were difficult toinitiate




t's difficult when you go into your PD)'s
[Performance Directar] office and you go on
and be like 'Oh my baby’s due right in the
middle of races". It's a very scary
conversation to have.”

1t's just the way he worked. And ( don't mean
it nastily, it's just he was sa hell-bent on
winning and stuff like that... | knew people
who were almost nervous to tell im certain
Mmews,

| guess from my point of view my
performance director at the time was
really good. Leoking back, she was very ...
supportive in varfous means of saying how
they could help out in performance-
related issues.”

s interesting how certain people have been
very vocal recently about the lack of suppart...
[ couldn't be more positive aboul that
support.”

I think I've got quite a good working
relationsfip with my performance director and
coach, where we've been able to work around
things: You know whetherit's me changing my
training so | train on a different day because
the midwife appointment, or whether | came

in early, whatever it may be, | felt incredibly
supported by my organisation. And | think part
of the reason for that is because | went fo
thern really early, you know, we didn't have a
very successful early pregnancy. We almuos!
lost her; 5o, when | came back al the start of
the season this year, | just wenl to the PO and
coach and put it on the fable. And said 'rm very
happy to tell you that we are pregnant. We re
nat sure what s going to hapgen, but there will
be time where | need some sugport.”

he positive experiences of support described by

a handiul of athletes in the st npartant to

prmal athlete

partner guidance, the support offerad s unevenly

“If my coach wasn't as amazing as he

was, it would never have happened”.

Inde

of suppart were typically influgnced by the coach-athlete

ed, the findings highlight that positive experiences

distributed and Inequitable. Certainly, the

instanc
PDs and ch

negativaly and accommodations or

relationship ang early and forthright conversations

g5 araund family suppor
araund how and what adjustments may be needed

of their status” and/or the nature of their relationships
with NGBs:

If my coach wasn't as amazing as he was, i
would never have happened,”

1 think you re afforded more cpportunities
and support that keep you well, which is
which is right, we wanl the athlete to be 100%

focused, committed, And if that involves family

being invelved, then that that's going to happen,

Whereas | suppose previously conversations
would be shot down guickly and when it wasn |
the case that | was the current world record
holder ar won the European Championship.”

“I'man the [removed] Commissian beard and
I'm on the board of fremoved] and so | feel

that I've got, I've just got that relationshi

with those people that | can go and have those
conversations, and if it was a no, it was a na.
But | feel like | could have the conversations,”
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ll. Priority Shifts and Motivation

The findings demonstrated that athlete partners
experienced a shift in prigrities and motivation fallowing
the birth of their child and the addition of a new identity
as Parent/Father/Partner that they fell was conducive to
performance and psychological drive. Although athletes
experienced significant challenges in mamntaining
training and performance cutcomes n the postpartum,
there were important positive changes intheir outlook on
performance sport.

“I've had the baby and she is my priority, and
she really is because | wouldn't be warking
kind of the way I'm doing now but I've still that
desire and that burning to be an athlete,”

“Bringing a medal home far my little boy. That's
what drives me now. The look on my lads’

face. I'm not as hard on myself anymore. Its a
pasitive thing. Now it’s just like life goes on. ['ve
get my bay.. | remember sat there al the world
championships and | lost, and usually that's
ground zero for me, but | took a breath and
that was that. Psychologically it's a positive
thing.”

"My determination has always been high but
it's even higher now because... | want to show
them that [child] what | do so they can, when
they're older, remember those things - all the
hard work I've been doing. ™

I think since having kids my performance has
naturally been elevated because it's kind of
given me more substance to appreciate what

I do and the time that I've been able to spend
with them then subsequently makes me want
to do better for them because they're there.”

"l remember rugby players used to joke about
“dad strength”. In terms of when | spoke to
them, they said you'd become strenger, and
you'd become this. | think you have a greater
maotivation in life when you have family.”

Indeed, this finding indicates that, for some athletes,
having children led to more productive psychological
states that enabled them to reach higher
performance levels,

"I was having a sort of a battle with this guy,
and we got to like 8K [in the race], and she
[child] entered my head. And if's very much
like..right, I'm going to win this for you, now../
kicked and moved away from the guy in secand
place... and then it's that's dad power for me.”
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CHALLENGES ATHLETES FACE SUPPORTING THEIR
PARTNER THROUGHOUT PREGNANCY AND POSTPARTUM

|. Parental Pressure and Managing

Expectations

The findings demaonstrate that athletes faced a number of
challenges supporting their pariner through pragnancy
and pestpartum. One of the primary challenges was
managing the day-to-day logistical complexities of
childeare and the division of parental labour whilst on
the WCP. Many athletes described the difficulty in finding
time to be present and support their partner during key
maoments throughout the pregnancy journey, such as
ante-natal classes, pregnancy scans and
mudwifery-appointments.

“There're these ante-natal classes but we were
looking at our calendars to see when we're
bath here or when he’s here particularly and
there’s like no time. And because of training
camps and work commitments, that's going to
be the case going through next year”

‘I didn't go ta all the midwife appeintments...
{name of partner] always jokes 'we're not
pregnant, | was pregnant’, and | do agree with
that.”

Athletes described the chaltenge in managing day to
day childcare with training and recovery, parlicularly in
the postpartum where childcare routines were being
established and athietes were providing additianal
supporl to their partner following childbirth,

‘And the first thing you want to do is take the
baby off the other parent. Bul the same time
you also need some break, but you don’t want
fhat break because it’s the best part of my day
i5 going home to see the baby. 5o that's really
like conflicting that you know the best thing
for you, fraining and your recovery is to go and
have a nap.”

‘I know it's not the same for every
relationship...but we are in an exclusively
breast fed household and lucky to be so.../
probably would have preferred to have had

mare input but by the time | come home from
work, I'm physically exhausted cause 've had
a day of training. But [name of partner] is
physically exhausted because she's been up all
night feeding the baby.”

“I'd do the feeds and then [my wifel would do
the rest. So, | got a night’s sleep before my
heavier training sessions, And then af the
weekends, whoever did the night feeds would
then get the lay in. So, the early morning shift
would be the person wha didn’t do the

night feeds.”

"I think helping [my wife] out was just...even if
it was just, | came home at lunchlime, made
her some lunch and then I'd go back out again
and then I'd come back, do the washing whilst
she's taking care of [our son] and then she can
go fora nap and recaver.”

& number of athletes identified the importance of taking
time in the postparturm to ‘recover” and establish a
‘strategy’ or routine with their partner that enabled
athletes to find a balance between childcare and
training commitments.

And I'd already given myself quite a good
chunk of time to recover and get used fo it, And
then also it gives me a chance to plan.”

"I think we 've got a good routine and we're
establishing it around my lifestyle, and [ think
that's important, You live your Iife to schedules
and goals and everything so often and training
praograms and then when something like a baby
comes along that doesn’t live by a schedule,
that's just it, like a mental thing trying to get a
baby, to live ta your schedule, Because while
I've had flexibility, [ still had a schedule and |
still have to train, | still have to eat at cerlain
times and sleep. You know, all these kinds of
things that was really difficult, but | think we're
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now getting to point where all three of us in this
relationship are now kind of on a
similar schedule.”

“It's trying to manage my time and expectations
as well on both parts is samething that you
have to be and have a strategy and be open-
minded as well.”

Indeed, managing time away from ther family required
negaotiation” with Coaches and Performance Directors,
and there was a sense'amongst some of the athletes in
the study thal there existed an attitude’ toward fTamily
provision on the WCF that made such conversations
difficult. This perception may stem from the sxtent to
which athletes feel unsure of what adjustments and
additional support is reasonable to request from NGBs in
the absence of formal athlele partner guidance.

“I'try to come down on Tuesday evening until
Saturday and then head home Saturday. It's
not ideal but it’s the best we can do. You know,
between negotiation with coaches.”

"I think | don’t want ta say non-negotiable, but |
think | think that's the atfitude.”

However, there were instances when adjustments to
current practices weare made to support athletes who
were concerned about being away for a significant peried
in the postpartum.

“So this period would have been six weeks but
| spoke to my performance lifestyle manager
and [ just said I'm really pervous about that
because that in a week of a newbarn baby,
there's so many changes and as a new dad, you
wani to kind of see them, and if 'm away for
six weeks, it’s going to be like a different baby
when | come home. And so, he suggested |
took the baby away on camp with me and | sajd,
well, you can't do that, it's never heen done,

[ was a bit apprehensive, a bil hesitant abou!

asking. And | was actually quite shocked of that
response because | thought | would have had a
lot of pushbacks from the sport. So, [partner
natne] and my mum and the baby came oul to
ltaly, | could see them on my half days or the
evenings and it just it just worked, and it helps
you know.”

Indeed, the quote above is instructive of the axtent to
which conversations around support requirements

were percaived as difficult to initiate - | was a bit
apprehensive, a bit hesitant about asking” - yet did resull
in support that had a positive impact en the athlete’s
wellbeing and performance. However, athletes were
cognisant that the organisational environment and
perfarmance culture of the WCP limits the form and
degree of accommeodations and support that can be
offered to athlete partners.

" understand it and you know they're not gaing
to develop a créche, And you know, | don't
know how useful it is for children o be in the
professional environment, but also by the same
token, you know if it enables me to train 100%,
and gets the best out of the athlete then it's
worth considering.”

Il. Parental Guilt

Many ol the athletes in the study were aware of the
estent to which managing childeare whilst on the WP
often meant that a greater degree of parental labour was
placed on their partner, Despite establishing sirategies
to support their partner with chitdcare, commitments to
the WCPF and the need to maintain performance levels
throughout the pregnancy journey and postpartum

made it particularly difficult to provide 2 more equitable
division of parental labour.

“I'm trying to juggle a newhorn and training at
the same time, and like | was very conscious
that | had to be there, and | wanted to be thera
fo help. Se, how | divided up my time was the
frickiest part.”

The findings indicate that this induced feelings of guilt
among athlete partners with implications for mental
health and wellbemg

"l think thal's probably the hardest part is the
guilt of not doing enough.”

‘I felt guilty that | was just coming home from
fraining and sitting on the sofa and having the
baby and having all the good parts of the day
and nat having the facilities to help because |
was shatlered or injured or whatever il

may be.”

‘It can be challenging you know when you see
the realities of a tired wife and children missing
the father and yeah you know finances

being tight.”

“The sense of guilt was compounded by the
reliance on family and peer support networks
fthat offered crucial support to athlete partners,
and which enabled them to balance childcare
and training commitments, "

"So there’s that element of guilt as well that
you you're so reliant on help from other people
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because of our lifestyle, that it impacts their life
as well, you know.”

“Hanestly, if it wasn't for my wife, parents,

we wouldn't be able to do this. [ am incredibly
grateful. But also, you know thankful that they
sort of buy into this project as well and see the
value of you know I'm sure they would suppart
the kids anyway, but | think without that it
would be, just wouldn't be possible.”
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I1l. Support

As noted above, for athlete partners, family and peer
suppart networks were crucial to enabling them to
balance WCP commitments with childcare in the absence
af any formalised guidance and suppart from NGEs
However, athletes spoke of the challenges associated
with utilising family support and the extent 1o which this
suppart aonly went =o far

"We had a lot of support. We couldn’t have
done it without the support but that's only like 1
percent of your life covered.”

"l book people into help with (name] ... and
frust that its going to be OK... you beg, borrow,
steal time fram friends, family, grandparents.”

"I go-back to training and it will be a mixture of
my murm supporting, [name of partner] mum
supporting, a childminder and | haven't even
got all the tirme covered yel. This is the biggest
challenge by far.”

‘I had an issue in winler lraining where my
wife had no more leave from work, and we had
a week where the grandparents were on
holidays... it wasn't ideal, bul it was difficull.”

Indeed, this was a particular concern for athletes an
centralised programmes where there was an expectation
ta be located some distance away from family suppor

far training

I would say that being part of a centralised
programme in Berkshire makes it incredibly
difficult to access family support. However, we
are very fortunate that [partner] parents are
refired so we had her mother live with us for 710
days in the immediacy after birth, But after that
it has been incredibly difficult.”

Furthermore, athlete partners identified the financial
challenges associated with childcare and the pressure

they experienced to maintain perfermance |levels and
secure funding. This was one of the primary motives for
maintsining training commitmentsin the pestpartum
despite the impact an their ernotional and

physical wellbeing.

“So therefore, ['ve got pressure on me this
year to maintain my funding level or maintain
my perfarmance to maintain the funding.
Otherwise, we would be really struggling.”

| guess there are some certain pressures and
weights — paying for nursery fees, an extra
mouth to fead, the extra toys and clothes, all
the accessories and holidays that come with it
- it does add financial stress.”

“You become consumed by, you know, financial
stress, not really wanting to be there and
which then makes training hard. Mental health
probably impacted, not significantly, but [I]
don't feel like my tails up.”

Again, this was a particular concern far athietes an
centralised programmes located in areas with a higher
cost of living, e.qg., Southeast of England.

“But because of the sport that | do, we've had
to move to Berkshire... Buf with the cost of
living here, it gets harder and harder. I'm very
lucky to be paid, but also, it's only ever be so
much. The ceilings, you know, everything is a
ceiling.. When [partner] returns to work, the
financial position of the APA grant will make it
difficult to afford nursery costs, average price
being £75 per day, which is a necessily as we
are living away from family. This wouldn't be a
cost we would incur if living back in Wales as
we would have Grandparemntal suppaort

and care.”

“When you add in a baby into that, it's even
harder and I'm from a sport where its a
centralised program, so you have lo be here,

You can't be anywhere else, You have lo be in
this part of the world on the funding.”

Certainly, there-was a sense amangst the athletesin the

study that being a performance athleteon the WGP was

“"not a financially viable aption” if they were to continue to
have children. Althaugh athlete partners developed self-

management strategies to balance WCP commitments

with childcare, there is an extent to which they were just
managing — [doing] “what we need to survive” — and with

implications on emaetional and physical wellbeing

‘It has expedited the end of my sporting career.
Like | said, through financial means and
through wanting a ‘normal life"or the fexibility

EXPERIENCEE OF FREG
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ta have a2 normal life’. You know, if you cast
your mind 5 years forwards and baby number 2
are in school for the first time or whalever, they
only get certain holidays off and enly allowed
holidays in cerlain imes, but they never fit

with my schedule. You kind of look forward and
you're like, well, actually it's going to be
anissue,’

"So yeah, | think actually having had the baby,
it's hind of opened your eyes up to other things
that would play a part and the blocks that spart
put in the way.”
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IV. Health, Wellbeing and Performance
The challengés that athlete partners experienced

in managing family and WCP commitrments had
implications for their health and wellbeing. Although
several athletes took a period off from training and/

ar adapted training routines following the birth of

their child, this was typically in the case of individual
sparts [2.g., athletics) which allowed athletes greater
flexibility around training routines in the postpartum,
Many athletes described how they struggled to manage
training and recovery around the acute pressures of
childcare in the postpartum leading to sleep deprivation
and with implications on wellbzing.

"It was tough. Some days | had to train when
you really don't wanl... But he goes down and

you think right | can do a short session now. ™

“Which, as you know, as an athlete just getting
out of bed in the marning knowing what lies
ahead of you — it's tough. But then doing that,
being knackered on maybe four- or five-hours”
sleep is even worse. And then trying fo do that
again and again and again.”

[ guess it was just the tiredness that really
kind of killed us.”

"I think sleep was a big issue for me -
psychologically and physiologically, ™

The effarts to continue WCP commitments during the
postpartum despite the implication on recovery, sleep
guality and wellbeing, stems, in gart, [ram athletes
feeling pressure to maintain performance outcomes and
secure selection and funding

“And you shouldn't have to worry about the
knock on effects. But given our funding
structure, given the way that my sporf works,
you do worry about them because you want to
be selected. So, you get your funding, and you
want to go to warld champs, and you want to
perform so you retain your funding.”

“Yes, you've had a child. Yes, we get you're
tired. But you're playing rubbish. We can't
pick you because you're playing rubbish. Like,
we know it's due to this stuff and you can play
better when you'd have sleep, but we can't
pick you.”
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PROVIDING SUPPORT FOR ATHLETE PARTNERS

The findings of the study point ta a number of
apportunities to develop pravision and quidances for
athlete partners throughout the pregnancy journey and
postpartum. Although there are instances where athleta
partners fell supported by their NGBs, this currently
gccurs on an individual basis largely contingent

on informal practices. In the ahsence of any formal
guidance, the support offered to athlete partners by
MNGBs is thus unevenly distributed and inequitable.

However, although thers is a need to' develop guidance
that can enstre NGBs offer standardised forms of
provision for all athlete partners, there is an extent to
which this needs to be sulficiently [lexible given thal
sach pregnancy journey and postparturn experience is
unigue. Indeed, whilst recognising the need for equitable
suppart, there were cases where athletes saw the value
of having flexibility to self-manage when they took time
aff during the pregnancy journey.

“There is agility and flexibility that has come
about from not having a poelicy in place because
it's meant that I've been able to go to every
single appointment... when we re not being
fixed to, for example, you can have § days for
appaintments in two weeks...yau know, it’s
always been fairly flexible, and | actually think
sometimes there are spaces where you

need it."

Based on the findings, formal guldance may indeed seek
to provide a framework of provision that provides athlete
partners with a degree of autanomy over how/when

the provision is utilised. For instance, athlete partners
may benefit from the opportunity for a fixed amount of
time aff from the WCP thal could be taken at discration
throughout the pregnancy journey and postpartum,

“ think in sport a lot of the time that if you
want tirme off or if you want flexibility in your
program. you always have to justify it. What
the guidance may offer is not having to justify
your actions and just having a set amount of
days where you cango and be & dad loday

and have no repercussions from that.”

"I think when | look back on the program and
being a father, one of the things that would
be really good is almost if UK Sport provided
some minimum guidelines in terms of where
flexibility could be offered.”

The findings demanstrated that managing WCP
commitments with childcare induced feelings of guilt
and emotianal stress amongst athlete partners. This was
aften compounded by the pressure of childcare, sleep
deprivation and poor recovery, and maintaining training
routines and perfarmance outcomes for future lunding
security. Certainly, there is an opportunity for athlete
partner provision to offer broader non-performance
related support lor athletes.

"The enly sugport [ was given was
performance-related, like; How can we help
you not getinjured? Which is fine, | guess, but
then when your head’s a bit muddled, in a
stressful environment, and you don't know how
your performances are going to be

panning out.”

“You just need to go and be somewhere where
vou can just be and if's not your sport, it's not
your job and it's not home either,”

The findings of the study further demuonstrate that there
is a dearth of knowledge sharing and communication
around athlete partner experience, Indeed, athletes
indicated the benetit of hearing others' experiences.of
the pregnancy journey particularly in terms of sharing
acceunts and self-mamagement strategies.

"I thirk having or hearing or knawing of the
lived experiences of ather athletes wha have
gone through it and dealt with it, and the
genuine probiems they ve had and

the stresses.”
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Athlete partner guidance may seek to develop a network
ar forum to build an athlete partner community and
facilitate the sharing of experiences and knowledge.

This may suppert athlete partner voice and promaote
confidence i managing the situation via the sharing of
childcare strategies and support mechanisrms, This may
turther support athletes with feelings of guilt associated
with parental expectations and help them make infarmed
decisions o positively infliuence their health

and wellbeing

"l think also peaple sharing their experiences
or creating a library around people’s
expertences will also encourage mare people
to do it because | think up until this point it's
just been like as so00n as you re ready lo have a
baby, your professional career is gver.”

A number of athletes saw value in athlete partner
guidance ensuring a degree of funding securily,
particularly in the postpartum where athlates were
establishing childeare routines and were most Likely

to experience emotional stress and perfarmance and
traming implications, &ny funding suppert could be
loosely modetled on the provision offered in the current
UK Sport pregnancy guidance whilst recognising the very
different expeniences and performance implications for
female athletes who start a family whilst on the WCP

“I'think that's where the maternity guidance did
so well for the women, because it guaranteed
them 18 months of the same funding, Now I'm
not suggesting that a man needs the same
tength of time. But maybe if there's security
around his funding position in his first year of
becaming a father so thal they could have

a buffer,”

EXPERIENCES DF PREG
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CONCLUSION AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings in this report have highlighted the experiences of Olympic and Paralympic
athletes on the UK Sport World Class Programme (WCP] who have supported their
partners pregnancy. Drawn from qualitative interview research with 10 athlete
partners, the findings documented how athletes respond to and manage the unique
sel of challenges associated with supporting their partner during pregnancy and

postpartum on the WCFP.

The findings Indicated that there are a number of
important factors that contribute to an athlete's
decision to start a family with their partner whilst

on the WCP. Alongside factors such as age and
relationship prianties, athletes highlighted that
competition schedules, funding cycles and the
avallability of family/peer support was critical in the
decision-making process, This was 1o ensure athletes
felt equipped to manage the challenges associated
with starting a family, e.g., financial responsibilities and
support with childeare, with WCP commitments and
performance outcomes, This often resulled in athletes
experiencing a pressure to conceive at specific points
and was particularly challenging far athletes with
partners alse an the WCP

The findings document the unigue sel of challenges
athlete partners experienced throughout the pregnancy
journey and pestpartum. The primary challenge was
the management of day-to-day logistical complexities
of supparting their partner through the pregnancy
journey and managing childcare responsibilities in
the postpartum with WCP commitments. Family
support was critical to enable athlete partners to
manage WCP commitments following childbirth,
however, this was particularly difficult for athletes

on centralizsed programmes located sorme distance
from family support networks. There were further
challenges to athlete partners emotional wellbeing,
physical health, and performance cutcaomes. Athlete
partners found it particularty challenging to manage
training and recavery schedules with childcare
responsibilities, particutarly in the postpartum and
when providing support to their partner, which led to
athletes experiencing 3 sense of guilt with implications
an their wellbeing and mental health. This was often
compounded by the anxieties around the precarity of,
and reliance on, informal family support netwarks.

The findings highlighted that one of the primary
metives for athletes lo mainlain traming commitments
in the postpartum despite the challenges to their
emoticnal and physical wellbeing was to maintan
perfarmance sutcames and subsequent funding so they
could meet the financial challenges associated with
starting @ family. Importantly, the findings highlighted
instances where athlete partrers fell supported by
their NGB and where starting a family had a positive
psychological impact on performance maotivation and
outlook, However, in the absence of formal guidance,
the support and provision oifered Lo athlete partners by
MNGBs is unevenly distributed and ineguitable.
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In surnmary, there is 2 prassing need to provide guidanga
and suppart toathiete partners. Based on the findings
fraom the study, there is an cpportunity to provide a

framewark of provision that includes:

* The implementation of a sel number of discretianary
days off from WCP commitments to be utilised by
athlete partners across the pregnancy journey and
postpartum, This would provide athlete partners
with & degree of flexibility and accommuodate
differing support needs and pregnancy
types/journeys.

*  Funding security loosaly modelled on the provision
offered in the current UK Sport pregnancy guidance
Whilst it 1s important Lo recognise the differing

needs; exparences, ang impucations af |J?'F!F|[|'II.'.I:':I.'|

on performance outcomes and career tra
betwesn female athletes and athlete parts
WCF, there is opportunity to provide athlete partners
with short term funding security. This would suppart
athlete partner health and wellbeing, particularly in

the postpartum when athletes experience significant
disruption Lo {raining routines and

recovery strategles.

*  The development ofa netwaork ta build an athlete

partrer community and facilitate the sharing of
experiences, This may support athlete partner

voice and promaote confidence in managing the
situation yvia the sharing of childcare strategies

and suppert mechanisms. A network may support
athletes with feelings of guilt associated with
parental expectations and help them make informed
decisions 1o positively inform their health

and welilbeing







