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<Insert name> journey – participant 1 PLEASE NOTE:
Skiing (ages 11-21)
• 1-2 weeks each year
• This doesn’t fit in below format, so has been

inputted on poster separately
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AgeAge 11–21: Skiing 1-2 weeks 
each year and some weekends 
during winter

Stopped exercising consistently at this point after 
challenges experienced during her first season 
of University rowing and intense pressure to 
conform to body shape and size norms.

Stopped skiing 
regularly because the 
strain was too much 
on her body. This was 
also connected to a 
sense of discomfort 
related to body size 
and fitness. 

Gave birth to her first child; it became difficult 
to be active consistently at this point. 

Gave birth to her second child and it became difficult to be 
active consistently. Juggling two children as a single parent was 
challenging. There were no specific post-natal yoga classes at 
this time, which inhibited her ability to find something suitable.

Experienced a significant 
knee injury, which required a 
long rehabilitation period. 

Started going to gym for weight 
management and physical 
appearance purposes. Felt like 
this was a place she should go 
to exercise.

Tried yoga for the first time and had a 
positive experience, with an inclusive 
and encouraging teacher.

Started walking after birth of her first child; it was 
a free activity that she could do with her child. 
Driven to do this for mental health purposes.  

Started ‘Fat Yoga’ program and studio after 
undertaking her yoga instructor training. Driven 
by a desire to create safe spaces for people to 
practice yoga. 

Strong family 
culture of being 
active with the 
introduction to 
movement coming 
at a young age. 

Wei Leng's Journey

• Saw a photograph of herself at 28 and realised
that she didn’t have a weight problem. 

• At this point she sought help for an eating 
disorder and started her recovery journey.

• The pleasurable experience with yoga 
led to a shift in her relationship with 
physical activity. 

• It became more about what her body
could do, rather than how it looked.

• Found an inclusive, friendly and 
knowledgeable yoga instructor, 
which fostered her enjoyment after 
brushes with negative experiences. 

Ages 12 to 20

• Maintaining her weight for rowing 
was challenging and a factor that 
inhibited her enjoyment of the activity.

• Strong socio-cultural norms within
rowing that influenced what was 
perceived to be a ‘healthy’ weight.

• The cycles of being more or less 
active were connected with cycles 
of weight gain/loss. 

• Being active was driven by a desire
to lose weight. 

• Didn’t enjoy exercise at this time.

It is important to find, and have access to, 
knowledgeable and inclusive instructors and 
spaces that are welcoming and comfortable. 

Appropriate and accessible support and 
resources can help women to (re)start activity 
after the birth of a child. 

Relationships with activity can be unhealthy when 
they are driven by external pressure and expectation 
to conform to certain socio-cultural norms. 

1 2 3
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Ella’s Journey – Participant 2
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Swimming Tennis Gym Cycling Walking Running

Greater engagement and enjoyment attached to 
being physically active when a person finds a pursuit 
they are passionate about. Importance of having the 
opportunity to try a range of different/new activities. 

Undertaking activity in order to ‘work on’ body 
image and appearance can produce a negative 
relationship with being active and lead to cycles 
of engagement and disengagement. 

Creating ‘safe’ and inclusive spaces for women to 
be active in is important to foster their participation 
and ensure they can take part in activities that 
make them feel valued and welcome. 

Ella’s Journey

1 2 3

# 
se

ss
io

n
s 

p
e

r 
w

e
e

k

Age

Swimming

Tennis

Gym

Cycling

Walking

Running

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Stopped activity. Attached 
more value to other aspects 
of her lifestyle and pursuing a 
career. Influenced by norms 
within her friendship group: 
‘uncool’ to be active. 

Stopped going to the gym because she wasn’t losing weight and 
achieving her goals. Felt embarrassed about her body shape and 
found it difficult to keep going because of this body consciousness. 

Started playing tennis 
because her mum did, 
and it was a way to 
spend time together. 

Went backpacking and cycling 
through Denmark, which she loved. 
Enjoyed being in nature and taking 
in the scenery. 

Started going to aerobics classes 
at the gym. She was motivated by 
improving her appearance and 
working on her body.   Training to walk the Milford Track in New Zealand.

Slowly progressed to running from walking 
and joined Step for Life running group. 

Re-started cycling. Epiphany moment 
came when she struggled to complete a 
charity bike ride with her son; wanted to 
prove she could be active again. 

Dynamics within her running group 
changed and she enjoyed it less. 
Demotivated in other areas of her life too. 

Diagnosed with gestational diabetes during first pregnancy and 
recognised that she was overweight. Started using an exercise 
bike at home to help the condition. 

Started walking after recovering from giving birth. It was 
convenient and accessible, and she could do it with her son. 

• Still playing tennis, but not
as regularly. 

• New sense of independence
after leaving school and 
finding a new group of 
friends.

• Found it incredibly challenging during this 
time because she was overweight/felt unfit.

• Had to manage her own expectations about
what her body could do. 

• Very body conscious at this 
time; worked in advertising 
where there was a lot of 
pressure to comply with 
body image norms. 

Ages 20 to 27

• Prolonged period of inactivity. 
Greater focus on building 
her career; activity was not 
prioritised.

• Didn’t feel the impact of not
being active at this point. 

Ages 39 to 48

• Long period of disengagement.
• Felt uncomfortable about 

starting activity and was in denial
about her health/activity status. 

• Greater focus on her mental 
health and holistic wellbeing, 
which brought greater enjoyment
from activity at this point.

• Passion for cycling was re-ignited. 
• Supported by her family; started 

feeling better about herself. 

• Founded Wheel Women, an inclusive cycling 
group for all women regardless of age, size or
ability.

• She now places greater emphasis on how she 
feels, rather than how she looks after activity.

• Pleasure derived from being in the natural 
environment; sensation of freedom. 

• Enjoyed spending time 
with her mum, preferred
individual sports over 
team sports. 

• Felt that school sports 
like netball were cliquey
and for the ‘cool’ girls. 
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Movement that is about smiling, rather than sweating. 
Importance of women finding a relationship with 
physical activity that works for them. 

Importance of social connections and 
fostering friendships as a consequence of 
activity, and as a driver for being active. 

Generally, women place a greater emphasis on holistic 
health and wellbeing later in life. Activity is less about 
improving appearance or managing (losing) weight. 

Natalie’s Journey

1 2 3

Natalie’s journey – Participant 3
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Netball

Gym

Walking

Hockey

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Stopped 
because she 
started working 
weekends. 
Didn’t enjoy 
activity, but liked 
being around 
others.

Original team dwindled, herself and friends were 
busier with work and other commitments. 

Wasn’t passionate about the 
gym. Felt better, so stopped 
going. Fear of trying different 
forms of activity. 

Started playing netball 
with her friends. 

Started at the gym because 
she had gained weight and 
wanted to lose some. 

Switched from gym to mixed 
netball to foster more social 
connections. Seasonal 
participation.

Back to the gym with a friend, felt like 
she should be doing an activity. 

Getting married, wanted to 
lose weight for the wedding. 

Had first child. Walking 
could be done with her 
baby and other mothers; 
socialising was important 
at this point.  

Diagnosed with postnatal 
depression after birth of second 
child; exercise became more of a 
priority for her mental, rather than 
physical health. 

Daughter joined a hockey club. Natalie 
started playing for the Masters team. 
Enjoys sharing that experience with her. 

Gained confidence from 
hockey, now regularly 
attending group-exercise 
gym classes. 

Ages 15 to 20

• Wasn’t engaged in any 
organised activity during this
period.

• No strong family norms around
being active.

• More focused on enjoying 
independence.

Ages 26 to 30

• Had two dogs that
required walking 
most days. 

• This was a key
driver.

• Encouraged by other mums to
join the team.

• Emphasis on social side, inclusive 
and welcoming environment. 

• Movement that’s more 
about smiling, rather than
sweating.

• Found pursuits that she 
enjoys and resonate with 
her own values around 
being active. 

• Greater focus now on her
own holistic health and 
wellbeing.

Ages 35 to 36

• Realised she felt better after 
going to the gym: less tired, 
more energetic. 

• More tuned into this biofeedback.

Ages 37 to 41

• More focused on 
family needs, didn’t 
make time for herself 
and her own health.

• Joined a female-only gym that had 
a crèche, so she could juggle family
needs with her own. 

• Couldn’t maintain 
attending the gym in a 
routinised way in tandem
with wider life changes. 

• Returned to work
after maternity 
leave.

• Challenging to 
juggle this new 
routine and 
maintain previous
level of activity. 

• Husband
maintained sport 
participation.

• Found the environment
challenging.

• Went with a friend; social
support was important.

• Purposefully went at quiet
times.

• Never asked for help or tried
new machines for fear of 
looking silly. 

• Played with friends, felt a sense of social
accountability being active with others.

• Comfortable space that wasn’t too 
competitive.
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Social identities, such as that of a ‘runner’ 
can be powerful drivers of sustained 
engagement with an activity.

Activity can be easier to ‘fit’ in and feel more 
achievable if it is embedded into a person’s 
general lifestyle.

Wanting to improve or manage mental health 
and feel better is an important motivation.

Nia’s Journey

1 2 3

Erin’s journey – participant 4
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Football

Tennis

Running

Swimming

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Had knee issues and couldn’t 
continue impactful activity. 
Slowly put on weight and running 
performance declined. Found it 
very challenging ‘losing’ running 
when she stopped completely. 

Started playing tennis for 
social reasons; to be active 
with others. Particularly 
enjoyed participating in 
‘doubles’ events. 

Participating in the 
Currawong Bush Walk 
with friends and needed to 
train for this. Started a long 
relationship with running at 
this point. 

Experienced deterioration 
in mental health and wanted 
to counteract this; started 
swimming as it is less impactful 
than other activities. Feels it’s a 
disaster for her not to be active 
in some way. Derives pleasure 
from using outdoor pools, 
generates a greater sense of 
vitality. 

Ages 33 to 47

• In hindsight, reflected that running was an escape;
didn’t spend as much time with her family as she 
could have done. 

• Part of needing this exercise escape was because
she spent much of her life suppressing her true 
sense of self; running was a mental release. 

Ages 48 to 63

• Stepped down the volume of running.
• Took on a more pressurised role at work,

which meant longer hours. 
• Moved to a new location and couldn’t run

to/from work. 
• Still participated in ‘fun’ run events, which

kept this sense of identity alive. 

Ages 62 to 66

• Since coming out as a female, she has 
experienced greater worries about 
judgement.

• In the context of running and swimming,
it has taken her time to adjust how she 
presents her body during activity. It has 
been a process of accepting herself. 

• Never overcomes the fear of judgement; 
has learnt how to manage it. 

• Difficult noticing the deterioration
in her body’s physical capability. 

• Felt a sense of ‘getting older’,
which made her feel quite 
depressed at times. 

Ages 10 to 13

• Exercising as a male; was tall 
and went to a private school, 
so was drawn into the football
team as a ruckman.

Ages 33 to 47

• Sense of identity drawn from being a ‘runner’.
Tuned into how she felt after running, which 
continued to drive participation. 

• At periods, ran to and from work, which allowed
her to accommodate it in her routine. 

• Competed regularly in marathons and half 
marathons during this time.

Ages 48 to 63

• Started meditation during this time,
which mentally helped to offset the 
decline in running volume. 

Ages 26 to 32

• Wasn’t
particularly
active during 
this time; didn’t
feel a great 
need or drive 
for activity. 
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Important to find an activity you are 
passionate about and can sustain. 

First experiences of a new activity need to be 
inclusive and welcoming. 

Negative school sport experiences can have  
long-lasting impacts. 

Talia’s Journey

1 2 3

Beth’s Journey – Participant 5
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Physical 
education

Home 
aerobics

Walking

Netball

Aqua 
aerobics

Running

Gym

Dance

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Put on bed rest during end of pregnancy, 
gained weight, doing activity was not 
possible. There were no places to go to be 
active either; parents lived in rural Victoria.

Gave birth to her second child. Adjustment period and 
finding life balance again with two young children. Fell pregnant with twins, 

advised to stop playing. 

Started doing at-home aerobics 
videos. Wanted to lose weight. 

Started walking again after giving birth. Walked 
with her child in pram. Didn’t cost anything and 
she could fit it in with her routine.  

Started home aerobics after a health scare. 
Wanted to focus on getting fitter. Maintained a 
routine for a few months before giving birth again. 

Relationship with 
walking changed. 
After having fifth 
child, it was very 
challenging to 
make it purposeful. 
Became about the 
practicalities of 
getting the children 
to school, rather 
than enjoyment. 

Took up netball after she started 
coaching her girls’ netball team. 
Wanted to understand the game 
better. 

Purchased a treadmill to start doing 
some activity again. 

Started attending introductory, 
free aerobics sessions at the 
gym. 

Started ballet 
classes. Was in a 
theatre production 
and discovered 
a passion for 
dancing. 

Started walking to and from work; form 
of active transport. Didn’t perceive this 
to be exercise at the time. Started aqua aerobics 

because it was a 
low-impact exercise 
she could do while 
pregnant. 

Ages 10 to 15

• Strongly disliked participating in school
sport and dropped it ASAP. 

• Only had one enjoyable experience – 
when children were split on ability level. 
Didn’t have to compete against the 
athletic kids. 

• Experienced bullying.

• Felt very self-conscious 
about her body and didn’t 
want to be seen in other 
exercise contexts. 

Ages 20 to 25

• Transient time in her 
life, moved houses 
several times and had 
four children between
20–25.

• Difficult to juggle 
children’s needs with 
her own. 

Ages 27 to 30

• Two children 
diagnosed
with autism. 

• Challenging
to balance 
family needs 
with physical 
activity.

Ages 32 to 36

• Only able to fit in short walks to 
and from school. 

• Had seven children, which made
it difficult to do any activity. Hard 
to prioritise herself. 

• Realised that she 
needed walking for her
own mental health and 
wellbeing.

• Used to speed walk with
her girls in the pram. 

• Felt self-conscious 
about her body. 

• Walked in the afternoon 
when fewer people were 
around.

• Found a supportive and 
inclusive netball team, 
mainly made up of mums.

• Needed to prioritise her 
mental health and de-stress. 

• Supportive environment, 
women of all shapes and sizes.

• Could take her children along.

• Found a beginner class that was 
accessible and encouraging. Didn’t 
feel out of place.

• Activity more pleasurable now 
because she doesn’t experience 
pressure from others. 

Ages 39 to 41

• Had a fear of judgement starting
something new. 

• Didn’t want to look at her body in 
the mirror. 

• Now thinks about how her body 
performs a move, rather than 
what it looks like. 
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Body negativity can be a harmful exercise 
motivation, but inclusive and body positive sport 
cultures can positively influence participation.

Logistical and emotional support for 
mothers, inside and outside of sport, 
can help maintain participation.

Family norms that don’t support participation 
can be an early barrier to engaging in, and 
enjoying, sport and physical activity. 

1 2 3

Gretta’s journey – participant 6
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Figure rolling 
skating

Badminton

Home 
aerobics

Roller derby

Outdoor 
skating

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Gretta’s Journey

Junior skate classes 
quickly progressed from 
learn-to-skate to full roller 
figure skate training.

Seeing a roller derby documentary led to an 
interest in taking-up the sport. This was also 
fed by a realisation sport holds more holistic 
benefits beyond just appearance. 

Increased high school and study 
demands resulted in family pressure to 
stop after school activities. Consequently, 
she gave up skating at this point. 

Ages 12 to 15

• School bullying started around 
this age because she used to wear
skate clothes to school.

• This had an emotional impact but 
never resulted in considerations of 
stopping.

Ages 16 to 28

• During this time she engaged
inconsistently with activity. 

• These short, occasional bouts were 
driven by appearance-related pressure.

• A fondness for 
her grandparent’s 
badminton set, led 
to one season of 
school badminton.

• A desire to get back into an exercise routine led her to return
to the familiarity of skating.

• Ongoing participation was supported by regular and 
committed co-attendance by a spouse and a circle of friends. 

• Roller derby became more popular and 
training became more demanding. 

• However, roller derby’s inclusive and 
body positive culture played a big role in 
her ongoing commitment.

Ages 32 to 41

• Outdoor skating was a way
to keep fit during the roller 
derby off-season.

• A come-back to roller derby post-birth
was aided by being able to bring her 
daughter to training. 

• Having a supportive partner also 
meant not having to choose between
motherhood and sport. 

• Started exercising at home, which
was mainly motivated by a dislike 
of the perceived fitness culture in 
gym settings and the impact this 
can have on body image. 
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Strong association between physical 
activity and mental health benefits, 
including feeling less stressed and 
having a space for yourself. 

Sustained engagement with physical activity 
when a sense of value and belonging is drawn 
from it. Being with the right people in the right 
space is fundamental. 

Gender relations within families can make it 
challenging for women to secure support for 
pursuing physical activity. Unable to make activity 
a priority because of such gendered norms. 

Sandy’s Journey
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Sandy’s journey – participant 7
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Physical 
education

Tennis

Cycling

Swimming

Touch football

Soccer

Gym

Yoga

Walking

CrossFit

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Started back at work full-time 
and could no longer fit the 
activity into her lifestyle. 

Started playing tennis; the whole 
family participated on holiday. 
Family norms attached to this. 

Started cycling because she 
moved away for University – used 
this as a form of active transport. 

Joined the gym to de-stress 
and manage weight gain 
after her injury. 

Started walking regularly 
after giving birth. 

Started CrossFit with a friend. 
Could go after dropping 
children at kindergarten. 

Took up swimming 
with a triathlon club. 

Moved to start a new job 
after University, keen 
to try new activities and 
connect with people. 

Ages 10 to 17

• Limited positive 
experiences of sport 
and physical activity 
at school until later on 
when opportunities 
became elective. 

• Teachers then saw her 
ability and she received
greater support. 

Ages 18 to 21

• Easier for her to accommodate activity 
when embedded in general lifestyle. 

• Didn’t have to think about being active.

Ages 22 to 25

• Activity was important 
for stress relief 
and mental health 
management.

• These outcomes 
were more apparent 
because she started 
full-time work. 

• Pregnant with her first child.
• Yoga was convenient and easy to fit

into her routine. Felt like there were 
lots of ‘mixed messages’ about safe 
activity during pregnancy. 

• Highly significant for her mental health at this point; 
important to get out of the house.

• Moving was also a priority; not the same as playing sport.

• Philosophy of 
getting in there 
and giving it a go.

• Competition
between you and
yourself.

Ages 26 to 27

• Moved to Melbourne to start a new job. Joined a new soccer team, then
got injured so started touch football. The team weren’t encouraging or 
easy to work with, so she didn’t feel the same sense of belonging. 

Ages 29 to 32

• Difficult after having children to 
get back into regular activity, felt
terrible about herself. 

Ages 35 to 39

• Has been struggling to engage in 
activity in a sustained, regular pattern.

• Limited support from family, which 
makes it more difficult.

• Managed a few seasons of touch 
football, it’s a struggle to do more 
than this. 

• Struggling to find an activity and space she enjoyed.
• Had also met her husband, so found it more 

challenging to prioritise activity. 

• Drawn into the club by a friend, felt 
a sense of affinity with swimming 
because she was able to participate
with her dad.

• Making and sustaining social connections with others was a 
key driving factor at this point.

• Positively influenced by other active people in welcoming 
spaces. Emphasis was on giving it a go, rather than winning.
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Strong sense of self associated with 
being physical active, resisting imposed 
disabled identity. 

Friendships and social connections formed through 
activity. Sense of mateship derived from being active 
with others. Makes it easier to maintain participation.  

Positive family norms around activity are 
important from an early age. Parents and 
siblings are all still active.  

Tamika's Journey

1 2 3

Tracey’s Journey – Participant 8
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Physical 
education

Tennis

Netball

Gym

Running

Walking

HIIT 
Training

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Parents played tennis, 
strong family culture of 
being active. 

Started running each 
morning before work, 
strong driver was how 
she felt mentally as a 
consequence.  

Dislocated knee on bad leg 
because it doesn’t have the 
ligaments and tendons to hold 
the structures in place. Three-
month rehabilitation period. 
Knee dislocation has been a 
recurring injury since. 

Had to stop netball 
because her knee kept 
dislocating and the sport 
put too much strain on it.

Stopped tennis at this point. Son 
was born and she had to ensure 
her knee was strong. Couldn’t 
afford an injury with a newborn 
baby. Started running again two 
weeks after son’s birth. 

Had second son. Had to stop 
running early in the pregnancy this 
time. Switched to walking instead. 

Ages 18 to 21

• Maintained heavy engagement with physical activity during University. 
• Struggled at times with how her prosthetic leg looked and had body image issues; 

sometimes saw photographs of herself and felt like it looked worse than she thought.
• However, she still wanted to define herself on her own terms.

Ages 21 to 30

• Had several periods of injury during this time. The only factors that ever stopped
her from being active were complications associated with her bad leg. 

• Mentally, this was challenging. Strong sense of identity attached to being active.
Ages 10 to 18

• Despite the prosthesis, parents always encouraged 
her to be active; didn’t cotton wool her. 

• She felt strongly that she wanted to be as included in 
sport as everybody else and resist others’ perceptions.

• Always focused on what she could do. 

Ages 21 to 30

• Consistently active fostered by need to prioritise
mental health and manage work stress.

• Also had a strong focus on social connections; being 
active with friends was a crucial support factor.

Ages 32 to 40

• There was a core group of women that started running together.
• They are now a group of seven that run and do HIIT training.
• Exercising with others and forming new friendships has been a key

factor that has facilitated regular, ongoing engagement. 

• Was able to start playing tennis after having foot
amputated and getting fitted with a prosthesis. 

• Facilitated greater inclusion in sport and activity 
at this point. 

• Strong sense of identity 
associated with playing 
tennis – wanted to be fully
included.

• Started running pattern again a few months after the birth of her
second son. 

• Had good support from husband and access to family childcare.
• Ran in the morning so it wouldn’t impact on family time. Had to find

the right exercise/family balance. 

• Fitted with a specialist running leg, 
which fuelled her enjoyment and 
confidence with running. 
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Body negativity can be a harmful exercise 
motivation, and can foster an unhealthy 
relationship with physical activity.

A fear of judgement about sport ability can discourage 
participation. Offering a safe space for learning and skill 
development can encourage participation. 

Observing the various mental health benefits 
of sport and exercise can be an effective driver 
for continued participation.

1 2 3

Lisa’s journey – participant 9
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Physical 
education

Dance

Basketball

Gym 
classes

Running

Football

Cricket

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Lisa’s Journey

Taking after her mum and 
sister, she took up ballet. 

Her friends started a social basketball 
team, which she joined briefly. 

Started fitness classes at the gym, 
which was driven by concerns about 
her weight and appearance. 

Watched her sister compete in an Iron Man, which 
triggered her to think ‘if she can do it, I can do it’. 
Set herself a goal of running a marathon. 

Joined the women’s 
team at her son’s 
football club. 

Encouraged by friends 
she joined a social 
basketball team.  

A self-perception of lacking 
any athletic ability stopped 
her from taking up any 
sport. Subsequently, PE 
classes ceased once they 
became optional. 

Stopped dancing at this point because she 
perceived it to be a ‘child’s pursuit’ and she 
started to prioritise socialising with friends. 

Disliked feeling being 
out-of-breath, which 
led her to dropping 
basketball and all 
physical activity. 

Ages 21 to 25

• The onset of an eating disorder and body
consciousness in her late teens led to 
compulsive exercise in the gym. 

• Consequently, she sought assistance and these 
patterns settled down until she got engaged. 

• The engagement again triggered excessive
exercise preparing for the wedding. 

Ages 26 to 34

• Long period of disengagement 
with activity, which was 
compounded by moving house
and having a long commute to 
and from work. 

• The initially supportive 
environment shifted because
the coach began to focus 
more on competition 
and performance, which 
excluded some players. 

Ages 10 to 14

• Dance grew from one weekly ballet class
to multiple and varied dance classes. 

• She enjoyed the freedom of dance and
much preferred it to sport.

Ages 41 to 42

• Discovered a new found 
enjoyment for team sport,
and the opportunity to 
make new friends.

• Her marathon 
success fostered 
her confidence to
try other sports. 

Ages 35 to 42

• Continued running motivation comes from the benefit of meditative
‘alone time’ and its positive impact on her mental health. 

• This helps her to maintain a positive relationship with exercise. 
• Also has a very supportive partner.

• During her exercise hiatus she started a 
family and experienced good mental health 
and body contentment.

• Therefore, when she started running 
she realised it was the first time she’d
commenced exercise not driven by 
appearance-related goals. 
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Sophie’s Journey – Participant 10
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Dropped PE as soon as possible. 
Friends and family weren’t involved 
with activity to a strong degree. 
Consequently, there were no strong 
norms surrounding it.

Only managed to keep up the routine for a few months. Tried 
exercise classes, but felt really out of place and didn’t enjoy them. 
Wasn’t losing weight and didn’t see the value in continuing.

• Strongly disliked participating in
PE at school, didn’t identify as a 
‘sporty person’. 

• Felt hopeless and embarrassed 
during these sessions. 

• More support offered to other 
children with a seemingly
greater affinity for physical 
activity.

Ages 15 to  25

• Structured sport or activity never 
resonated with her. 

• Tried a number of ‘alternative’ 
activities during University to 
socialise, including tandem cycling 
and bushwalking. 

• Being in spaces that were inclusive,
with an element of adventure was 
more appealing. 

• Didn’t make this a routine.

Ages 25 to 32

• After finishing University, she 
struggled to find work and doing 
physical activity was not a priority. 

• She also experienced a more 
significant degeneration in her vision 
during her twenties as a result of a 
congenital vision impairment.

• The onset of depression as a 
consequence of the deterioration in 
her vision also made it challenging to 
want to be active. 

• Felt like she hit rock bottom during this
time.

• Felt worried about running in Melbourne’s 
public spaces and what people would think 
about her running style and ability. 

• Contacted by the president of the
club and encouraged to join for a 
trial run. 

• She considered it a safe and 
inclusive space and has been
running with them ever since. 

• Not long after joining Achilles she
started doing Parkrun. 

Ages 32 to 35

• Maintained engagement in running. Driven by 
desire to pursue own goals, rather than compete
against others, which is why she didn’t like other 
forms of structured activity. 

• Enjoys feeling valued and a part of something –
a ‘mini’ community. 

• Running feels embedded in her lifestyle, rather
than a fad thing, with greater onus on feeling
better rather than looking better.

Early exposure to lots 
of different sports.

Felt as though she needed to lose weight and work on her fitness 
so joined a women’s gym with her Mum. An all-female environment 
made the prospect less daunting.

Found Achilles running club, established 
for vision-impaired runners.

Started strength training to improve 
running times because of increasing 
confidence with activity.

Importance of creating inclusive activities 
and spaces where someone feels like they 
can give something a go.

Various circumstances can create complex barriers 
to starting or sustaining physical activity. Broader 
social support can help in these situations. 

Physical activity can be easier to sustain when a person 
is focused on how they feel, rather than how they look 
as a consequence. These emotions become important 
drivers for sustained participation. 

Physical 
education

Gym

Running

Weight 
training

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Putri’s Journey

1 2 3
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Darcy’s Journey – Participant 11
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Moved to Melbourne, stopped playing 
netball but restarted basketball as a 
way to associate with the Aboriginal 
community there.

Moved back to Melbourne. 
Transient time in her life, 
re-engaged with netball 
for a short time. Often, she 
was the only Aboriginal 
player on the team; 
always feeling like the 
minority became more of a 
challenge in adult life.

• Drinking culture within country 
football/netball clubs impacted
her lifestyle.

• Being in this environment 
became more about drinking,
rather than activity.

Ages 19 to 22

• Activity was not a 
priority at this point.

• Greater focus and value
placed on time with 
friends; partying was 
her thing.

• Followed social norms 
within the circles she 
associated with.

• Wanted to manage weight gain during
pregnancy and make her labour more 
comfortable.

• Worried about her body becoming ‘bigger’.

• Moved to Queensland after son’s birth.
• Experienced depression at this point too, which made it

challenging to find an exercise balance.
• Had concerns about body size and shape after pregnancy.

• When she first started running, she would go when no one else was around.
• Felt shame about her running style and how she looked whilst running.

Ages 25 to 27

• Period of 
disengagement
from activity. 

• Difficult to manage 
bodily changes and 
mentally reconcile 
the loss of fitness 
after pregnancy. 

• Challenging to find 
childcare.

• Many life changes happened.
• Experienced a difficult phase 

with her mental health. 
• Felt the need to start 

prioritising herself. The 
marathon project came at a
turning point moment. 

Ages 10 to 17

• Lived in a small, rural town and there was 
a strong family norm around being active.

• From an Aboriginal community; wanted 
to belong to something and socialise with
others.

Ages 27 to 31

• The opportunity at age 27 triggered a love of running.
• Started to feel better within herself and realised how important

physical activity was for her mental health. Placed different 
value on being active. 

• Part of family life now is for her to be active and prioritise this.
She has been able to maintain a high level of engagement. 

Took up basketball. Mum 
always encouraged her and her 
siblings to be active.

Switched to netball. Country 
football/netball was at the heart 
of the community. Sense of 
identity drawn from representing 
the town.

Pregnant with son. Purchased a 
treadmill to keep moving. Started 
yoga to improve flexibility.

Applied, and got selected, for the Aboriginal Marathon Project.

Joined Fitzroy Stars netball club. Instantly felt a 
sense of belonging because it is for Indigenous 
players. Also joined a football team. 

Now playing seasons of basketball, 
netball and football in her local 
community. Important for the 
social connection and being part of 
something. Healthier engagement 
with these clubs at this time in her life. 

Healthier engagement with physical activity 
when the focus is on the outcomes of 
being active, rather than wider behaviours 
happening in certain contexts. 

Periods of mental health struggle can make 
it difficult to be active, however after you feel 
the benefits it becomes easier to prioritise. 

The socio-cultural norms associated with certain 
sports or environments can be a challenge. 
Importance of feeling a sense of belonging. 

Physical 
education

Basketball

Netball

Running

Yoga

Personal 
trainer

Football

ACTIVITIES

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Consistent 

Inconsistent

Darcy’s Journey

1 2 3



CENTRE FOR
SPORT AND 
SOCIAL  IMPACT

Top 3 emerging factors:

CH
AL

LEN
GE

S &
 SU

PP
OR

T
ST

AR
T &

 ST
OP

A fear of judgement about sport ability can 
discourage participation. It is important to 
have a safe space in which to learn.

Engaging fitness professionals that 
understand medical requirements and can 
modify training accordingly is important.

Being active to work on your body can be a harmful 
exercise motivation. However, shifting to focus on more 
holistic health benefits can support ongoing participation. 

1 2 3

Juliet’s journey – participant 12
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Physical 
education

Running

Netball

Tennis

Dancing

Gym

Personal 
trainer

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Angelika’s Journey

Started playing tennis 
out of school, which she 
enjoyed; found it a friendly 
environment. 

Joined a gym and attended 
fitness classes. Had brain 
surgery and wanted to 
improve her sense of balance 
and co-ordination. 

Had a strong desire 
to re-engage with 
exercise at this point. 

Wishing to get back 
into dance, she took up 
adult tap classes. 

Started running again 
because it was an 
activity she could do  
in a flexible way.  

Looking for a new fitness 
activity that incorporated 
dance, she began barre 
classes.

Mum influenced her 
to join a netball team. 

Stopped PE classes as soon 
as they became optional. 

With increased focus on her 
studies, tennis also ended. 

Struggled to make going to the 
gym a priority. Found she was 
more focused on her social life 
and activities. 

Stopped tap at this 
point because of her 
second pregnancy. 
Struggled to go back 
to dance after giving 
birth. 

Ages 17 to 23

• Attending with friends supported her 
continued engagement at the gym. 

• However, when she first started going, being
around ‘fit-looking’ people was intimidating. 

Ages 25 to 37

• Working with a personal trainer supported her 
ongoing participation in physical activity. 

• She had children during this period, but having
a personalised regime enabled her to work out 
safely and return to exercise gradually. 

• Found a personal trainer that 
understood her requirements
and could tailor a program to 
her individual needs. 

• The intimidation of 
going back to tap, after
so many years, was 
remedied by finding an 
inclusive class. 

• Participation in barre 
classes was aided by 
joining with a friend, and 
finding the right class 
level, cost and location. 

• Motivation for activity has moved from 
being appearance based to health 
based and staying active to be able to 
run around with her children. 

• She disliked netball as she was 
shy and felt as though she didn’t
have enough co-ordination. 

Ages 17 to 23

• During this time she had several brain operations
and was studying at university, which impacted 
her ability to maintain a consistent gym routine. 

• Initially she felt 
self-consciousness
about her running 
style, but this 
gradually subsided. 

• Found netball cliquey and exclusive,
which led to her stopping. 

Age
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Physical 
education

Tennis

Surf 
lifesaving

Underwater 
hockey

Swimming

Fitness 
classes

Feeling the various mental health benefits 
of sport and exercise, can be an effective 
driver for continued participation. 

Logistical and emotional support for mothers, 
inside and outside of sport, can help maintain 
participation. 

An important benefit, and encourager of sport and 
exercise, can be creating and building social connections, 
which helps to generate a sense of belonging. 

1 2 3

Kelly’s journey – participant 13
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Kelly’s Journey

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Really enjoyed tennis and 
found it was a good outlet 
for her sense of competition. 

Introduced to surf lifesaving. Lived 
in Belgium at this point and it was 
hosted by her local swimming pool. 

Played underwater hockey for 
a year after seeing it in action. 

Seeing tennis championships on 
television triggered a keenness to 
play again. 

Realised that she needed to prioritise herself 
and own self-care for her physical and mental 
health. This drove a return to swimming. 

After a move to Australia, and with 
a focus on settling in and learning 
English, tennis only continued as an 
irregular, weekly hit with her husband. 

Swimming and fitness classes at a 
local leisure centre stopped after 
moving away from the area. 

After reaching her goal weight, she 
regained her confidence and felt 
like she could return to tennis. 

• Tennis became serious.
• Training increased to 

each weeknight with 
matches on a weekend.

• Joined a play group with her son, which increased her social 
circle and connected her with other mothers. 

• One friend joined the gym with her, which had crèche facilities. 

• Meeting and socialising with other mothers became a key factor
for supporting her increased engagement with physical activity.

Ages 33 to 38

• Feels as though tennis is her passion,
which helps her to stay motivated.

• Coming back to tennis after baby 
number two resulted in a resurgence in
her commitment to the sport. 

• This was aided by the comfort of a
women’s only training group and 
competition.

• Participation in tennis and
swimming was aided by 
working at a large leisure 
centre that housed a pool 
and tennis courts. 

Ages 24 to 28

• After a break from regular physical 
activity during her university years, 
she enjoyed getting back into it. 

• Felt fully immersed in the surf 
lifesaving club during this period
and made lots of friends with 
matches on a weekend. 

• High-level, competitive 
tennis stopped when 
school finished and 
university studies 
took over. 

• However, a monthly 
social game continued 
during university. 

Ages 29 to 31

• Learning English, being new to a country, and 
feeling home-sick impacted her confidence and
inhibited her engagement with physical activity.

• Tennis became even less frequent. 
• Giving birth then putting on weight led

to negative bodily comparisons with 
her younger-self and worries about 
being judged on the tennis court. 

• This negatively impacted her mental 
health and proved a barrier to activity.
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Event-based goals can be effective 
motivation for starting and maintaining 
physical activity.

Body negativity can be a harmful 
source of motivation.

Feeling a sense of belonging and making 
new social connections can help encourage 
ongoing participation. 

1 2 3

Kiera’s journey – participant 14
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Kiera’s Journey

Physical 
education

Tennis

Gym

Netball

Touch rugby

Hiking

Gym classes

Cycling
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Running

Mountain 
biking

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Joined her Mum’s 
tennis club after 
experiencing pressure 
to play to lose weight. 

Tennis became 
more serious and 
more frequent. 

Now living in London, 
her friend suggested 
a hiking trip to Everest 
basecamp; they 
started weekly hikes. 

Gym sessions doubled in 
preparation for Everest hike. 

Missing tennis after 
years of prioritising 
other things, brought 
her back to the sport. 

Joined a gym to 
lose weight for an 
overseas trip. 

Tennis decreased with 
increased study and stopped 
after she moved to Melbourne. 

Moving back to 
Melbourne ended 
social netball and 
touch rugby. 

Set a new goal 
of competing 
in the triathlon 
corporate cup. 

Working in Abu Dhabi forced a break 
from triathlon and instigated a new 
half-marathon goal.

An active partner encouraged a 
new focus on mountain biking. Also 
started trail running. 

Ages 36 to 39 – 
Running, cycling, 
and swimming varies 
depending on goals.

• Tennis, unlike PE, 
gave her time to 
learn skills, and 
didn’t trigger a fear of
disappointing team 
mates.

• Hiking Machu Pichu years earlier, she 
realised instead of shame at not keeping up,
going at her own pace could still result in 
support, belonging, and no judgement. 

• Started social netball, which was a good 
way to meet new people. This also led to her
to play for a workplace touch rugby team. 

• Regular training was supported
by workplace exercise norms 
and a free lunchtime class. The 
active culture also spurred a 
decision to cycle to work. 

• Found a group of 
beginners to the sport 
like her, which helped 
foster a sense of 
belonging and comfort.

• Felt that she was ‘too slow’ for the trail groups and consequently 
started her own slow-paced group, which boosted peer support
and helped her stay engaged. 

• A goal of riding the world’s longest 
mountain bike trail offered a new focus.

Ages 36 to 39

• Current training outlook 
is to focus on how she 
feels, to train when she 
wants to and to take the 
pressure off herself to 
look or be a certain way.

• Went to the gym with a friend, which
helped her to feel more at ease. 

Ages 14 to 17

• Tennis helped her to build
social connections and 
was an activity her body 
excelled at. 

• Re-starting after a 
break triggered a 
fear of performance
judgement.

• Upon joining a gym, she 
was told she had the type 
of body that needed a life-
time gym membership, 
which stuck with her. 

• Found that she was increasingly focusing on her body size, 
which became a negative driver of exercise. 
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Hope’s journey – participant 15
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ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Saanvi’s Journey

Active family norms can positively influence 
a person’s ongoing relationship with sport 
and physical activity. 

It can support participation to find fitness 
professionals that can understand medical 
limitations and can modify training accordingly. 

Feeling the various mental health benefits of 
sport and exercise can be an effective driver for 
ongoing participation. 

1 2 3

Mum was an avid runner, and when 
old enough she joined in. They ran 
every morning before school. 

Had several health issues after giving birth, 
therefore she had to find an activity that 
could encompass personalised strength 
training and rebuilding. 

The popularity of CrossFit rose, and 
this was an appealing progression 
from gym-based training. 

Post-injury, boxing was 
replaced with general 
conditioning classes. Running 
also re-started at this point. 

Recently she renewed her 
appreciation of training with 
others and started fitness 
classes at the gym. 

Boxercise was discovered as a 
satisfying and low-impact way 
to train the whole body. 

Joined the gym with her Mum 
and discovered an enjoyment 
of aerobics classes. 

Running outside had a noticeable high-impact toll on her 
body. At this age she left it behind in favour of the gym. 

Stopped dance as 
it became difficult 
to fit in around other 
commitments. 

CrossFit ended after becoming 
injured quite often.  

Boxercise stopped after 
she injured her arm in a 
mixed-gender class.  

Changed jobs and started 
managing nightclubs, which 
led to a period of inactivity 
as it became too difficult to 
prioritise. Busy, but enjoyable, 
period in her life. 

Ages 12 to 17

• Her Mum normalised 
the morning run. 

• It was also good 
mother-daughter
bonding time.

• Having trusted connections 
in the fitness industry led to 
a good rehab program that 
became a gateway back 
into exercise.

• In CrossFit she found 
an encouraging and 
supportive community.

• At this point mental wellbeing is 
the primary driver of maintaining
her participation in physical 
activity.

• She found group training can be
more welcoming and enjoyable 
when with a group of similar 
and like-minded people. 

• The gym offered 
new social 
connections
beyond school 
friends.

Ages 21 to 24

• Started work full-time and had to find a
new balance. 

• Managed to fit activity in before work and
was able to make this a priority.

• CrossFit was initially 
quite intimidating. 

• She worried about her 
upper-body strength 
and judgement from 
the mainly male group. • Becoming older fostered a new perspective on physical activity. 

• Mental health became a key motivator and driver of being active.
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Claire’s Journey – Participant 16
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Felt more uncomfortable participating in 
callisthenics the older she got. Performances 
required leotards and she compared herself to 
other girls. She became more self-aware and 
worried about her body image. Parents also 
questioned her body size and encouraged her 
to manage her weight with exercise.

• Only went to the gym for a 
few weeks because she felt 
uncomfortable and didn’t enjoy 
her experience there.

• Even going at quieter times
didn’t alleviate her sense of 
feeling out of place. 

• Strong family support for cricket, 
therefore participating is highly 
valued.

• It is the most popular sport in Sri 
Lanka and her family preserve 
strong cultural roots; all family 
members speak Sinhalese at home. • The club has been incredibly supportive of the women’s 

team. Inclusive environment, which engenders a sense 
of belonging and value. 

• The female players rally around and support one another 
so no one feels judged or like they aren’t good enough. 

• Focus is on giving all players a go, rather than creating
the perceived best team. 

Ages 10 to 18

• Enjoyed school sport. Attended a private school where a variety of 
activities were offered, which enabled her to try different things and
find pursuits that best suited her. 

• Activities were taught by inclusive, specialist coaches that helped to 
fuel her engagement.

Swimming lessons from a young 
age, influenced by parents. Enjoyed 
swimming and competed for the 
school.

Finished school and started University, 
looking for new ways to meet people and 
wanted to continue cricket. Joined an 
indoor cricket league with friends. 

Signed up for the gym with a friend. Felt 
it was the place to go to work out more 
intensely, with more value attached to 
outcomes from being in that space. 

Joined a community cricket 
club because they were 
starting a new women’s team. 
Now plays winter and summer 
seasons. 

Parents are from Sri Lanka and 
there is a strong affinity with 
cricket in the family, so she 
wanted to give it a try.

There can be strong cultural identities 
attached to certain sports or activities, 
which fosters participation and engagement. 
Inclusive environments support this.

When creating new women’s teams in burgeoning 
female participation sports, such as cricket, it is 
important to focus on building opportunities that 
are welcoming and build a sense of belonging.

Women can find it challenging to carry on 
participating in an activity or be in a certain space 
when they feel a strong sense of discomfort. 

Callisthenics

Swimming

Physical 
education

Cricket

Soccer

Gym

ACTIVITIES

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Consistent 

Inconsistent

Claire’s Journey

1 2 3

• School had good resources with a pool, which 
helped to facilitate her ongoing engagement. 

• Is now a swimming teacher.

• Signed up for cricket with friends to make the initial 
experience less intimidating.

• Was worried that she wouldn’t be good enough, so 
knowing other people made her feel more comfortable.
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Ages 35 to 37

• Experienced a light bulb moment – activity became about
her mental health and how her body felt afterwards. 

• Doing it for herself, rather than for others. 

Ages 37 to 39

• During this phase she 
experienced a number 
of challenges in her life, 
which meant that she couldn’t engage in activity in
the same way and wasn’t in the right headspace.

• Limited financial resources also constrained the 
opportunities available to her. 

Faye’s Journey – Participant 17
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Importance of financial and practical 
resources for single parents.

Greater focus on being active for yourself 
rather than others, which means you value 
it in a different way.

A shift in activity towards holistic wellbeing and 
mental health, which can foster more pleasurable 
experiences. 

Ying’s Journey

1 2 3
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Boxing

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Finished high school and 
started working, found it 
challenging to sustain same 
the level of engagement in 
dancing. 

Became pregnant with her son and stopped dancing 
because it was difficult to manage pregnancy 
symptoms and maintain work/life balance. 

Stopped all activity at this point as she 
entered into a new relationship, which 
ended up having a negative impact on 
her mental health. Found it challenging 
to make activity a priority. 

Started gymnastics as she stopped dancing 
and wanted to try a similar activity. 

Had put on weight after starting a 
job that was more sedentary and 
felt the need to manage this. 

Was informed by medical professionals 
to start being more active and lose weight 
for health reasons.

Started boxing having regained some confidence. Employer paid for each employee’s 
gym membership, which alleviated the 
financial strain. Wanted to make use of the 
opportunity, which led to a steep rise in 
activity level. 

Started dancing again – did 
adult jazz and tap classes. 

Started high school and wanted to try 
something new. Played several winter 
basketball seasons. 

Re-started dancing, which 
she initially started when 
she was 6 years old. 

• Experienced bullying at 
school and wanted to be part 
of a separate sport club to 
make new social connections. 

• Strong affinity and value 
attached to dancing, an 
activity she is passionate 
about.

• Strong sense of identity 
attached to dancing and
pursuing more artistic 
forms of activity. 

• Found an encouraging and 
supportive personal trainer that 
worked with her bodily capabilities. 

• Started off slowly and regained 
strength and enjoyment of activity.

Ages 19 to 22

• Period of inactivity because the structure 
around sport changed and it was 
challenging to fit around working routine. 

• Involved in more incidental activity. 

Ages 27 to 34

• No engagement with physical activity during 
this period; struggled with weight gain. 

• Had thoughts of re-starting an activity, but the
fear of judgement about what other people 
would think of her body size stopped her. 

• Felt like the gym was for skinny people. 

• Didn’t feel comfortable in the gym 
and was worried about what other
people were thinking. 

• Opted to do activities that were
guided by an instructor. 
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The sense of identity drawn from 
sport, or other forms of physical 
activity, is a powerful instigator of 
ongoing engagement. 

It’s important to find fitness professionals who 
are motivated and able to work with different 
bodily capabilities, particularly when there is an 
element of risk attached to being active.

Creating and fostering social connections is an important 
motivator and outcome for women being active. This social 
influence cannot be understated for activity engagement; 
friendships can be vital in this context. 

Lucy’s Journey

1 2 3

Lucy’s journey – participant 18
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ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Diagnosed with epilepsy after 
continuous instances of fainting. Very 
challenging time, had to stop all activity 
at this point. Life changed overnight. 

The high intensity classes placed too much stress on 
her body, leading to more seizures, so had to pull back. 
Standard classes and exercises don’t work for her body. 

Really enjoyed participating in 
team-based sports. Sense of 
belonging and group energy 
derived from this. 

Started playing lawn bowls after 
seeking an activity she could do that 
wouldn’t trigger seizures. 

Friend recommended a personal 
trainer, wanted to get into more 
regular and intense activity. 

Used the personal training as a platform to 
capitalise on new opportunities and slowly 
build up activity in a way that worked for her. 

Wanted to improve and work on physical 
fitness. Went to a ‘bring a friend for free’ 
boot camp session. Drew a sense of 
pleasure from exercising with others.  

Ages 10 to 17

• Drew a strong sense of identity
from being ‘sporty’. 

• Had a large circle of active 
friends and felt competent 
taking part in physical activity.

Ages 18 to 28

• Has drawn a strong sense of identity from bowls since
stopping other team sports after her diagnosis. 

• The sport has fostered a sense of being able to do something
well again; now competes for Victoria at state level. 

• Personal trainer was able to 
work to her body’s needs 
and created a bespoke 
program that didn’t trigger 
seizures.

• Trainer interested in working 
with different bodies, finding 
out how they work, creating 
tailored programs. 

• Trainers were very 
inclusive; ensured 
everyone felt valued and 
didn’t single anyone out. 

• Focused on 
understanding individual 
needs and health 
requirements.

• Not trying to create 
‘bikini bodies’. 

• Found a club that was inclusive and
accepting.

• Grandpa also played the sport, drew 
pleasure from the shared experience 
of participating together. 

• From a ‘sporty’ family: all 
members enjoyed watching and 
participating in sport. 

• Both parents played an active
role in this regard, serving on 
committees.

Ages 17 to  18

• Period of adjustment to diagnosis, went 
from playing sport at a highly competitive 
level to being the ‘orange girl’.

• Had to relearn her sense of self and find a 
new way of balancing life activities. 

• Started at the gym, but never felt an affinity
with being in that space. 

• Preferred the social connections fostered by 
being active with others. 

• No sense of social accountability. 
• Sense of being there to lose weight, which

made her feel worse about herself after going.  
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Anna’s journey – participant 19
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Sophia’s Journey

Physical 
education

Netball

Triathlon

Yoga

Calisthenics

Personal 
trainer

Surf 
Lifesaving

Bike riding

ACTIVITIES

Consistent 

Inconsistent

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Logistical and emotional support for 
mothers, inside and outside of sport, can 
help maintain participation. 

Taking part in an activity with your children or 
sharing the activity experience can help women 
start and sustain participation. 

A supportive family dynamic that allows women 
the opportunity to prioritise their own self-care 
is important. 

1 2 3

Observing a netball 
training session in action 
inspired her to join the 
school and church 
netball teams. 

Weekly social netball 
re-started after she 
formed a netball 
team with new work 
colleagues. 

A new active partner that participated in 
triathlons inspired her to try the sport. 

Found a local mums and bubs yoga class, which was great for 
meeting other mums and not having to organise childcare. 

When her daughter joined calisthenics, 
she joined the adult class. 

Had to stop netball 
because of injury so she 
started riding to work. 

From mid-high school onward 
netball dropped to a weekly 
social game because there was 
increased focus on studying.  

Finishing near the 
end of the field 
in initial races 
discouraged any 
further triathlon 
participation. 

After baby number two, there was an eventual break from activity. It became 
difficult to accommodate the competing demands of her growing family.  

Baby number two meant mums and bubs yoga had to stop because only one 
baby was allowed in a class.

Moved back to Melbourne; netball 
stopped at this point because 
she was studying part-time at 
university and working full-time. 

Group personal training stopped 
when they formed a netball team. 

• Playing social sport with her work 
colleagues helped team bonding 
and the broader workplace culture. 

• During early motherhood, social netball 
proved to be a crucial outlet for her overall
wellbeing and social connection. 

• Support from her partner was crucial in 
enabling her to maintain her participation 
in netball. 

• Finding a netball 
facility with a creche 
was crucial to daytime
participation.

Ages 10 to 16

• PE classes were uncomfortable as it they 
created body image issues; girls discussed 
who did and didn’t look good in their PE 
uniforms.

• Stopped PE when it became optional. 
Ages 40 to 42

• Attending a mums’ group PT session was 
only possible due to a child-minding service.

Ages 43 to 55

• Focusing on her own self-care and sense of
mental wellbeing were important factors in 
supporting her participation. 

• A main driver for calisthenics were the mental health
benefits she experienced. 

• It was also good to share an activity with her daughter.

• Cycling to and from 
work is a convenient 
way to continue her 
activity and be able to 
fit more in. 

Ages 41 to 54

• Netball became 
important to have 
some time to herself
and to prioritise her 
own self-care. 

• Moved to London, which meant that
netball stopped because working 
and travelling was prioritised. 

• Played in the occasional social game 
on an inconsistent basis. 

• Two pregnancies in two years resulted in breaks
in activity, but supportive friends encouraged 
periods of semi-regular social netball. • A challenge to re-starting 

netball, was the fear of 
being judged for her 
competency on the court. 



CENTRE FOR
SPORT AND 
SOCIAL  IMPACT

Top 3 emerging factors:

CH
AL

LEN
GE

S &
 SU

PP
OR

T
ST

AR
T &

 ST
OP

Shelley’s journey – participant 20
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Physical 
education

Swimming

Home 
sessions

Football

Running

Consistent 

Inconsistent

ACTIVITIES

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Shelley’s Journey

A lack of safety is a barrier for women to 
participate in individual outdoor sport 
activities such as running and cycling. 

A supportive environment and team can be an 
effective facilitator of ongoing participation. 

Trying a new sport with friends can help it to feel
less intimidating.1 2 3

After trying many sports at 
school in Pakistan, good 
performances in swimming 
motivated ongoing out-of-
class participation. 

To get back to fitness she purchased a 
treadmill and exercise bike for use at home. 

Swimming re-started 
because it was not 
affected by her injury 
and she had a desire 
to get active again. 

Tried out for an all-Pakistan women’s AFL team, 
which fostered a casual commitment to the sport.

Swimming started again while back home in 
Pakistan for the Australian university summer break.

Started running to help boost her fitness for football. 
It is also an important outlet to help boost her own 
mental health and wellbeing.

Stopped swimming because 
of her end of school exams 
and a need to focus on study 
rather than sport. She stopped all 

exercise after 
developing an over-
use foot injury. Also 
had a demanding work 
schedule at this point. 

All activity stopped; motivation waned after so many years of 
being self-driven. Additionally, amongst her friendship circle 
sport participation was not the norm. 

Ages 10 to 17

• Really enjoyed swimming and for this reason it was 
an activity she maintained during her time at school.

Ages 31 to 33

• The football culture is really supportive of 
new players and being active is important 
to maintain her newly developed social 
connections, which helps foster a sense 
of belonging in Melbourne. 

• A renewed appreciation of 
swimming and being active 
motivated a negotiation to 
balance work commitments 
with swimming. 

• This was driven by getting 
older and realising physical 
activity also had mental health 
and emotional benefits. 

• Missing being active and the
influence of gym-attending 
friends triggered a gym trial. 

• However, in the mixed-
gender environment she felt
judged.

• It intimidated her and 
stopped any future gym use.

• Being new to football meant there was some fear
about being judged for her ability and not being 
seen as a real football player. 

• These fears have lessened over time.

• Decided to workout at 
home because running 
outside in Pakistan was not
possible; it was too unsafe. 
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Dani’s journey – participant 21
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ACTIVITIES

LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Aisha's Journey

Peer social norms concerning sport 
and exercise can positively or negatively 
influence participation.

Observing the various mental health benefits of 
sport and exercise can be an effective driver for 
continued participation. 

Negative body comparisons with other women 
can be a demotivator and is also a harmful 
reason to be active. 

1 2 3

PE classes were 
compulsory from primary 
to early high school. 

Participating in a local social netball competition was a good way 
to make new social connections after a move to a new town. 

Realising she would 
never become a prima 
ballerina contributed to a 
decision to end dancing. 

Discomfort in 
the changing 
room resulted in 
her stopping PE 
classes as soon 
as they became 
optional. 

A move back to her home town put a stop 
to physical activity. 

A move to Melbourne and a period of anxiety and low 
mood led to a long period of physical inactivity. She didn’t 
feel as though she was in the right head space for activity. 

Involvement in the local amateur theatre company 
led to a weekly musical theatre dance practice. 

A co-worker suggested a social, charity bush walk. 
The social benefit of training and hiking together, 
plus having a goal helped to drive her participation. 

Gym training with a trainer and 
yoga classes built physical 
conditioning in the six-month 
lead-up to the Mount Kilimanjaro 
hike. 

Activity stopped once the charity walk was completed 
and the goal-based motivation was over. 

• Going to the gym was the social norm
in her new job. 

• Gym became an extension of the 
office social dynamic and attendance
was encouraged. 

• Only did this for a short period.

• A return to hiking and walking was fostered by 
coming across ‘Escaping Your Comfort Zone’,
which is a body positive walking group. 

• The positive and celebratory group dynamic 
with a philosophy of inclusivity helped her get 
back into activity. 

• Being very goal driven, the significant aim of hiking
Mount Kilimanjaro drove increased training for the 
six-month lead-up period. 

• Her experience with ‘Escaping Your Comfort Zone’
meant she felt able to set herself challenging goals. 

• Mental health benefits help 
drive ongoing participation, 
and new event-based 
goals help ramp-up both 
motivation and training 
frequency.

• An ongoing challenge was the 
changing room environment and
the body comparisons that can 
occur in these contexts. 

• Was cast in male dance 
roles because of height 
and body shape, which 
negatively impacted her 
enjoyment of dance. 

• In her home town the netball scene
was unappealing because it was 
highly competitive. 

• Additionally, her friends weren’t 
particularly active or sport. 

• Gym staff struggled 
to comprehend 
‘atypical’ gym goals 
for a woman in this 
age-bracket.

• They kept setting 
weight-loss programs
instead of hiking 
conditioning training. 

• She tried out for a television 
choir and was told she didn’t
have the ‘look’ producers 
were after. 

• This spurred worries 
about her appearance and
instigated negative drivers 
for activity. 
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Workplace culture can be a driver of physical activity 
engagement. Ripple effect of people around you 
being active every day. Employer backing and 
resources directed at this can further support women.  

Social support and socialisation with 
others can be a very strong driver of 
being active, leading to more enjoyable 
and sustainable experiences. 

Easier to be active when this is consistent and embedded 
in general life routines. More challenging to move through 
cycles of activity inconsistency. Importance of finding 
activities that can ‘fit in’ around work and other factors. 

Kay’s Journey

1 2 3

Kay’s journey – participant 22
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ACTIVITIES
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LEVEL OF ACTIVITY

Did one session of netball and 
basketball at the start of university 
to make new social connections. 

Wanted to improve her physical 
appearance and body shape 
so started aerobics and body 
pump classes. 

Focused on 
improving 
appearance, 
started doing 
classes again 
with a friend. 

Work travel led to back problems. 
Started pilates to counteract this. 
Focus was on physical health 
improvement. 

Needed someone that 
could work with her own 
bodily capabilities. Started 
going to an exercise 
physiologist.

Had to wear a leotard in physical 
culture, which she grew 
uncomfortable with at this time. 
Self-conscious about body shape. 

Entered the workforce. No longer an 
institutional structure around being 
active (such as school or university).

Switched jobs and stopped activity; 
bigger priority was establishing 
herself and her career. Continued 
dancing with a social group. 

Activity slowly petered out, met 
husband and was travelling 
more for work. Didn’t prioritise 
it in the same way. 

Ages 10 to 14

• Hated sport at school, particularly team-based pursuits.
• Wasn’t co-ordinated and felt self-conscious about her body size. 
• Started ‘forgetting’ her kit a lot. Other girls were very judgemental.

Ages 16 to 17

• Enjoyed the experiences of netball and 
basketball, but found it more difficult to
commit when the team started playing 
more competitively; less about the 
social fun. 

Ages 27 to 30

• Struggled to find a 
balance between work
and activity. 

• Changed jobs; found it 
more challenging when 
workplace culture didn’t 
support activity. 

Ages 30 to 35

• Cycles of inactivity/
activity.

• Has been trying to 
fit in what she can 
around work and life
commitments.

• Knows she can’t
reach activity 
benchmarks.

• Gained weight and didn’t feel comfortable working with a ‘trainer in the park’.
• Concerned about safety knowledge and injury risk.
• Bad experiences in the past – work harder ‘you’ll be right’ mentality.

Ages 14 to 16

• Did a lot of walking
with friends after 
school, focus was 
on socialising. 

• Didn’t feel like she ‘fit in’ with the rowing group.
• Intense experience, had to wear Lycra and 

didn’t feel comfortable in this environment. 

• Strongly influenced
by friendship 
group; more about 
social engagement 
than physical 
activity.

• Being with friends, 
rather than being 
good at sport. 

• Introduced to the concept 
by a friend; they attended 
together. 

• Felt better within herself
and could see fitness 
progression.

• Slowly built up the volume 
and intensity of activity. 

• Started a new 
job – walking 
meeting once 
a week, which 
helped to boost
her level of 
activity.

• Workplace
culture drove 
activity.

• Personal training sessions paid for by employer. 
• Strong workplace culture of being active. Influenced

by colleagues’ participation. 
• Inclusive space to take part; no sense of judgement.
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Important to find the ‘right’ instructors for more 
meaningful, productive and pleasurable physical 
activity experiences. Such people eliminate any 
sense of perceived judgement.    

Challenge of prioritising activity when other 
significant life events are happening – emotionally 
and mentally, such events create blockages.  

Engagement with physical activity is more 
meaningful when the focus switches to gaining 
strength, as opposed to losing weight. 

Louise’s Journey

1 2 3

Louise’s journey – participant 23
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Joined local 
tennis club.

Took up swimming again –  
started working and felt unhappy 
in her job. Felt like she needed 
something new and different to do. 

Started walking to lose weight, 
also commenced a diet program.

Hit highest weight and didn’t 
feel comfortable in her own skin. 
Relationship had ended and felt the 
need to do something for herself – 
important for her mental health. 

In the right head space to 
prioritise activity again. Now 
focused on joyful movement.

Started tap dancing after 
building her confidence 
in undertaking activity 
through walking. 

Stopped swimming because 
puberty hit – embarrassed about 
her body and had achieved the 
‘goal’ of learning to swim.

Physical activity stopped at this 
point because she switched jobs 
and started shift work. Couldn’t 
prioritise exercise.  

One of the original instructors left 
the studio; group had dwindled, and 
it wasn’t viable to keep operational. 

Switched personal trainers after 
her first one stopped practicing. 

• Focus was on taking part,
rather than winning.

• Felt like she belonged
because her dad was 
playing there too. 

• Lost weight as a consequence of the 
stressful job, which gave her more 
confidence to wear bathers again in public.

• Focused on trying to maintain the weight
loss that had already started. 

• Hired a personal trainer
that could work with 
her unique bodily 
capabilities. Had 
concerns about her 
body size. 

• Trainer didn’t judge. 
Focus on strength,
rather than weight.

Ages 29 to 35

• Stumbled across an inclusive 
and welcoming beginners’ 
dancing class. 

• Small group of like-minded 
people, which stimulated her 
enjoyment of activity again.

Ages 10 to 14

• Didn’t enjoy sport 
at school, elected 
to do activities such 
as tenpin bowling 
that didn’t require 
changing in front of 
others.

Ages 18 to 23

• Started University, lots of lifestyle changes,
started a part-time job and the structure 
around physical activity changed. 

• No longer part of the previous lifestyle
and routine. 

Ages 29 to 35

• Due to shift work patterns, there
was limited opportunity to do 
more than one class a week. 

• Had to juggle competing 
priorities.

Ages 42 to 45

• Cycled through several different personal 
trainers.

• Couldn’t find the right ‘fit’, one asked if she 
had ‘considered gastric banding?’.

• Negative and challenging time, felt bullied.

• Felt embarrassed 
and self-conscious 
about doing other 
forms of activity. 

• Walking dampened 
these worries.

•  Always struggled 
with weight 
fluctuations.

• Dad was diagnosed with
cancer and dog passed. 

• Very stressful and difficult 
time emotionally and mentally.

• Didn’t feel like she had the 
capacity to do any activity. 
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• Exercise became more regular in the year leading
up to her wedding. 

• However, her dad passing away soon after the 
wedding impacted her relationship with activity. 

• Didn’t have the propensity to be active at this point.

• Dog walking became less 
regular and shorter as her 
dog got older and became 
unwell.

• Finding a local physical 
activity group with a 
familiar demographic 
has proven a barrier to 
increasing activity. 

• They are typically for 
older women or younger 
women with babies. 

Eva’s journey – participant 24
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Eva’s Journey

Strong family norms associated with 
physical activity can positively influence 
early engagement and ongoing enjoyment. 

Having access to supportive groups and people can 
be a barrier to physical activity. Especially if women 
are seeking out opportunities with others. 

Social connections and a strong sense 
of belonging can help sustain women’s 
engagement with physical activity. 

1 2 3

Had compulsory PE classes and 
interschool sport competitions 
throughout primary school and into 
high school.

Used weights at home for strength 
and conditioning. Also had access to 
a treadmill and did some Pilates. 

Filled in for her mum’s social 
netball team when required. 
Felt able to transfer her skills 
across from basketball. 

After getting a 
new dog, daily 
dog walking soon 
followed. 

Started to miss playing 
basketball but wanted the 
flexibility of doing exercise at 
home. Consequently, home 
sessions appealed, and she 
started these up again. 

Started playing basketball for 
a club outside of school. Her 
Dad started the club and he and 
mum both coached, and both 
brothers played. Starting to play 
seemed a natural thing to do.

Basketball ended because games were increasingly 
scheduled in later time slots. Consequently, it wasn’t 
possible to juggle these demands with early morning 
starts at work. 

Started her own business, which 
left little time for exercise outside 
of walking. The home sessions 
soon stopped. 

• Playing club basketball was enjoyable, but the
added bonus was the friendships and social 
benefits; especially when school friends were 
located quite far from home. 

• Having a new dog with a 
lot of energy and in need of
activity helped kick start a 
regular walking regime. 

• She also enjoyed the 
opportunity to be out in the
natural environment. 

Ages 10 to 18

• Coming from an active family exposed her 
to positive norms that shaped her early 
involvement with physical activity and led to 
her trying a wide range of different sports. 

Ages 34 to 39

• Having a dog to walk produces
a sense of accountability, 
which has supported this 
regular walking routine. 

Ages 37 to 39

• There has been a desire to get back into more intense physical activity.
• However, having negative self-perceptions has created a fear of judgement, which

makes it difficult to undertake new pursuits. 
• Finding a local physical activity group she feels comfortable with has proven to be 

a barrier. They are typically aimed at older women or younger women with babies.




