
Three simple evidence-based infographics 
have been developed to support healthcare 
professionals (HCPs) in the implementation 
of the 2011 UK Chief Medical Officers’ (CMOs) 
physical activity (PA) recommendations.1 They 
are designed to empower HCPs to promote 
PA behaviour change across the life course. 
They address birth to 5 years, children and 
young people (5–18 years), and adults and 
older people.

However, no recommendations were 
made specifically for perinatal PA in the 
CMOs’ 2011 report.1 This is perhaps reflected 
in the NICE guidelines for antenatal care 
in the uncomplicated pregnancy whereby 
the guidance regarding PA is vague.2 
Nevertheless, pregnancy provides a unique 
opportunity to promote PA behaviour 
change, as women are highly motivated 
to optimise their lifestyle and there is an 
increased contact with HCPs. However, 
HCPs can lack confidence, knowledge, and 
resources to deliver appropriate PA advice to 
pregnant women. They feel under-resourced, 
uncertain regarding safety concerns, and 
inadequately trained.3 Consequently, despite 
being receptive to PA advice, pregnant women 
receive inconsistent, vague, and conflicting 
guidance.4

In response to the need for clear evidence 
and resources for HCPs, the four UK CMOs 
commissioned the Physical Activity and 
Pregnancy Study, led by a group based at the 
University of Oxford, to review the available 
evidence and, if sufficient, provide evidence-
based recommendations in the form of an 
additional infographic.

DESIGNING THE INFOGRAPHIC
The group reviewed a variety of evidence 
sources. It conducted a systematic review 
of reviews of the epidemiological evidence 
related to PA and pregnancy outcomes, 
followed by a structured review of key 
qualitative studies, current grey literature, 
and relevant existing infographics. Finally, 
expert opinions were sought using the FUSE 
Network (Centre for Translational Research 
in Public Health) to explore the experiences 
of both HCPs and pregnant women. The 
group produced an infographic that was field-
tested with over 250 HCPs. The final draft was 
subsequently submitted to the CMOs for final 
editing and approval.

The evidence review found that the 
benefits of being active during pregnancy 
were reducing the risk of gestational diabetes, 

hypertensive disorders, and excessive 
gestational weight gain, and improving 
cardiovascular fitness.5 These benefits are 
in addition to those gained by following the 
adult recommendations (reduced risk of 
type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, falls, 
depression and dementia, joint and back 
pain, and cancer of the colon and breast). 
No evidence of adverse maternal or infant 
outcomes were identified from the systematic 
reviews, suggesting that physical activity is 
safe in pregnancy. This is a key message for 
giving HCPs the confidence required to make 
PA recommendations to women.

The infographic is the final product of this 
process and was launched in June 2017 
(image above). It aims to provide simple, 
clear, and consistent messages about 
PA for HCPs to deliver evidence-based 
recommendations to pregnant women. It 
provides objective details regarding intensity, 
time, and frequency, and aims to convey 
the positive message of encouraging women 
to incorporate PA into their daily routines 
with specific examples of suitable activity 
underpinned by key primary safety messages. 
Similar to the other CMO PA infographics, 
this resource has been designed to help 
HCPs to facilitate effective PA counselling 
and aid consultations. In addition, there is a 
link providing HCPs with further supporting 
evidence and guidance.6

USING AND SHARING THE INFOGRAPHIC
This infographic can be shared across 
professional networks, including social 
media. It should be available widely on 
surgery information boards and websites, 
antenatal classes, on the NHS Choices 
website, and anywhere that pregnant women 
may meet. If we can encourage physical 
activity during pregnancy this could provide 

evidence-based benefits that may lead to 
an active springboard for families to sustain 
healthy behaviours beyond childbirth. 

Ralph Smith,
Sport and Exercise Medicine Registrar (ST6), Nuffield 
Department of Population Health, University of Oxford, 
Oxford. 
E-mail: Ralph.Smith@doctors.org.uk

Judy Shakespeare,
Retired GP, RCGP Maternity Lead.

Zoe Williams,
GP, joint Clinical Champion in Physical Activity and 
Lifestyle Lead, RCGP.

Marian Knight,
Professor of Maternal and Child Population Health, 
National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit, University of 
Oxford, Oxford.

Charlie Foster,
Senior Lecturer in Physical Activity, on behalf of CMO 
Physical Activity Expert Committee for Physical Activity 
and Pregnancy, Centre for Exercise, Nutrition and 
Health Sciences, School for Policy Studies, Faculty of 
Social Sciences and Law, Bristol.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.3399/bjgp17X692801

Physical activity for pregnant women:
an infographic for healthcare professionals

Life & Times

REFERENCES
1. Department of Health. Start active, stay active. 

2011. https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/
system/uploads/attachment_data/file/216370/
dh_128210.pdf (accessed 18 Aug 2017).

2. National Institute for Health and Care 
Excellence. Antenatal care for uncomplicated 
pregnancies. CG62. London: NICE, 2008. 
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg62 
(accessed 18 Aug 2017).

3. Brown MJ, Sinclair M, Liddle D, et al. 
Motivating pregnant women to eat healthily 
and engage in physical activity for weight 
management: an exploration of routine 
midwife instruction. Evidence Based 
Midwifery 2013; 11(4): 120–127.

4. Weir Z, Bush J, Robson SC, et al. Physical 
activity in pregnancy: a qualitative study of 
the beliefs of overweight and obese pregnant 
women. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth 2010; 10: 
18. 

5. International Weight Management in 
Pregnancy (i-WIP) Collaborative Group. 
Effect of diet and physical activity based 
interventions in pregnancy on gestational 
weight gain and pregnancy outcomes: meta-
analysis of individual participant data from 
randomised trials. BMJ 2017; 358: j3119. 

6. Department of Health. Physical activity in 
pregnancy infographic: guidance. https://www.
gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/622623/Physical_activity_
pregnancy_infographic_guidance.pdf (accessed 
24 Aug 2017).

460  British Journal of General Practice, October 2017

http://bit.ly/2vSK23r


