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Here in Western Wyoming, I have been consistently amazed at the fitness 
level of many of the pregnant women who live in this part of the world.  
Clearly, an active lifestyle that includes activities such as skiing, 
snowboarding, climbing, hiking, mountain biking, long-distance cycling, 
and trail running, to name a few, is very important to the lifestyle of many 
women in the Jackson area.  Other activities popular here locally include 
horseback riding, use of snow machines, and the other intensive components 
of ranching.  In addition, many of these activities take place at altitude and 
often in the backcountry, where emergency services are not immediately 
available.  The pregnant women of Jackson Hole have been known to climb 
the Grand Teton, run marathons, round up cattle, and ski competitively.   
 
Some of the most common questions I hear at the initial prenatal visit 
include  “Can I exercise?  Can I ski?  Can I still ride my mountain bike?”  
Can I ride horses?  In general, guidelines for pregnancy should be 
individualized to a woman’s current conditioning.   In the absence of 
medical or pregnancy complications, most pregnant women do not need to 
limit exercise intensity or target heart rates.  Conditions that preclude 
strenuous exercise include pregnancy-induced high blood pressure, risk 
factors for preterm labor and preterm labor in the current pregnancy, an 
abnormal location of the placenta after 26 weeks, fetal growth restriction, 
certain heart and lung conditions, incompetent cervix, and ruptured 
membranes.  It is important to discuss your medical history and activity level 
with your physician at your first prenatal visit to establish safe guidelines for 
exercise.   
 
Many active women will be surprised at the changes taking place physically 
even in the first trimester.  These changes lead to comments such as “I’m so 
tired,” I’m gaining weight,” “I just want to nap all the time” or  “I just don’t 
feel my best.”  Although most of the time these symptoms are normal during 
pregnancy, exercise often helps provide relief.  Also, the fatigue of the first 
trimester usually resolves by 14 weeks.  Some of the known daily benefits of 
regular exercise during pregnancy include improved energy level, improved 
posture, decreased backaches, decreased constipation, bloating, and 



swelling, improved mood, promotion of muscle tone, strength, and 
endurance, especially important for labor, and improved sleep.  
 
Regular activity during pregnancy also helps decrease post-partum 
depression, cope with the pain of labor, and makes it easier to get back into 
shape after the baby is born.  It is best to get into good physical condition 
before you conceive, since the fatigue and nausea that often occur in the first 
trimester can interfere with even the most dedicated woman’s exercise 
program.   
 
Current research indicates that regular exercise in the typical pregnancy has 
many obstetric benefits.  Women who continue a more vigorous exercise 
program throughout pregnancy have shorter and less complicated labors than 
women who do not exercise.   
 
In fact, some studies showed a 70 percent decrease in the need for forceps or 
cesarean delivery in women who stay active while pregnant.  Active 
pregnant women tend to gain less weight and their babies tend to weigh 
almost one pound less than average, and this does not place the newborn at 
any health or development disadvantage.  Babies of women who maintain 
fitness during pregnancy are less likely to be obese later in life.   
 
The onset of labor in active pregnant women tends to occur 5-7 days earlier 
than average, and regular exercise halves the time required for postpartum 
recovery.  Researchers are currently investigating the benefits to the fetus of 
exercise during pregnancy.  Babies of women who exercise may better 
tolerate the stress of labor and of the first few days of life.  They may also 
have enhanced neurodevelopment in the newborn period.   
 
Importantly, current evidence indicates that continuing a regular, moderately 
intense exercise regimen during pregnancy does not increase the risk of 
miscarriage, preterm labor, or fetal growth restriction.  Exercising in the 
postpartum period does not limit the ability of a woman to breastfeed 
successfully, as long as adequate hydration is maintained.  Data regarding 
the effects of exercise on core temperature during pregnancy are limited, but 
there is no evidence to suggest that the increased core temperature associated 
with exercise causes birth defects.   
 
While exercise should be encouraged for most women, pregnancy induces 
many dramatic physiologic changes in the body that may interfere with the 



ability to engage safely in some forms of activities.  For instance, the 
hormones produced during pregnancy cause the ligaments that support joints 
to become more mobile and more susceptible to injury.  It is important to be 
aware of this particularly during high-impact activities.   
 
Also, the increased basal metabolic rate during pregnancy means that 
pregnant women are more prone to dehydration.  Prolonged dehydration can 
affect the growth of the fetus via impaired blood flow through the placenta.  
For this reason, pregnant women should drink at least two to three liters of 
water per day, and more if she is doing strenuous physical activity.  Caloric 
intake is also important.  Pregnant women require an additional 300 
kilocalories per day, and this requirement will increase with moderate to 
strenuous exercise.   
 
Especially later in pregnancy, a woman is carrying as much as 25-40 extra 
pounds at the front of the body.  This shifts the center of gravity and places 
stress on the pelvis and lower back, which can cause less stability and back 
pain, as well as lead to poor balance with an increase risk of falling.  This 
means that sports that require balance, such as rock climbing and ice skating, 
can be hazardous, especially during the third trimester.   
 
The cardiovascular changes during pregnancy are profound and therefore an 
important consideration for the pregnant woman both at rest and during 
exercise.  The pregnant uterus can obstruct the return of blood to the heart 
when a woman lies flat on her back. For this reason, pregnant women should 
avoid exercises done while lying flat on the back after the second trimester, 
including abdominal crunches, leg lifts, and resistance weight training.  
Motionless standing is also associated with a decrease in cardiac output so 
this should also be avoided.  In addition, rapidly moving from a lying to a 
standing position can decrease blood pressure, potentially leading to 
fainting.   
 
So which sports and activities are safe?  Fortunately, participation in a wide 
range of recreational activities appears to be safe.  The safety of each sport is 
determined largely by the specific movements required and the risk of 
trauma.  Up until 14 weeks, the pregnant uterus is protected by the veritable 
fortress that is the bony pelvis, which is great news for avid skiers, riders,  
and climbers. Damage to the fetus during the first trimester would require a 
crushing pelvic injury that is seen only with massive blunt trauma.   
 



Therefore, activities with a high potential for high impact abdominal injury 
should generally be avoided after the fourth month of pregnancy, when the 
uterus has enlarged outside the pelvis.  These would include aggressive 
alpine skiing and mountain biking, rock climbing, whitewater kayaking, 
horseback riding, snowboarding and snowmobiling.  Many patients will 
comment that they are particularly skilled at their activity of choice, i.e. 
horseback riding or skiing, and therefore less likely to fall than others less 
experienced.  Ultimately, it is a judgement call for the pregnant woman:  
once the belly is big, and subject to trauma, you have to be careful.  At some 
point, these types of activities are just not worth the risk.   
 
Scuba diving should be avoided during pregnancy because of the increased 
risk of the fetus to decompression sickness.  Climbing at high altitudes 
carries uncertain risks.  Women who are active at altitudes above 9000 feet 
should be aware of the signs of altitude sickness for which they should 
descend and seek medical attention.  This is less of a problem for women 
who live at altitude and therefore are acclimatized.   
 
If you are not sure whether a certain activity is safe during pregnancy, err on 
the conservative side, and it is always a good idea to consult your physician.  
It is also good common sense to stay out of the backcountry when you’re 
pregnant past twenty weeks, in case an emergency, such as preterm labor, 
requires getting to a hospital within minutes.  Ultimately, an awareness of 
personal fitness, endurance, and ability allows the pregnant woman to make 
a reasonable decision regarding high impact activities based on common 
sense and consultation with her prenatal provider.  The key really is to listen 
to your body!  If you are nervous, winded, straining, or it doesn’t feel right, 
then don’t do it.   
 
For fun and fitness while pregnant, activities such as Nordic skiing, running, 
low impact aerobics, hiking, light weight training, and prenatal yoga are safe 
at any gestational age.  Swimming is probably the best exercise of all.  
Cardiovascular fitness is maintained, while the risk of joint and muscle 
injury is minimal.  Pregnant women will also enjoy the sensation of 
weightlessness in water that is truly welcome in the third trimester.  Walking 
briskly, especially after meals, is an easy way to incorporate exercise into 
one’s schedule and provides exposure to sunlight, which can improve a 
pregnant woman’s emotional well-being.   
 



Prenatal yoga is a phenomenal way to maintain flexibility, strength, balance, 
and stress management during pregnancy.  Prenatal yoga classes are 
specifically designed for the physical changes in pregnancy.  Since classes 
are not always convenient to attend, a great option is on-line prenatal yoga 
that can be done at any time of day.  Compared to in-studio classes, it is also 
very affordable.  Check out the Prenatal Center at yogatoday.com, where the 
classes are all demonstrated in the natural beauty of the Tetons. Dr. Anthony 
answers questions regarding yoga and pregnancy on the website, and also  
participates in classes at Yoga Today, which can be downloaded on any 
device, anytime, anywhere!   
 
Any of the following warning signs while exercising should signal a woman 
to stop activity and call her physician:  absent fetal movement, vaginal 
bleeding or fluid loss, chest pain, dizziness or feeling faint, uterine 
contractions, calf pain or swelling, or increasing shortness of breath.  
 
Whether you are a professional athlete or just beginning a new exercise 
routine, it is important to review your medical history and activity level with 
your physician at the first prenatal visit to establish personalized guidelines 
for safe exercise during pregnancy.  Don’t be afraid to ask questions, and 
once again, listen to your body.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


