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The running blog
Running FitrWoman: the free app helping

women train in tune with their
menstrual cycle
Exercise requirements, nutritional needs and injury risks
fluctuate throughout every woman’s cycle. Now there is a
simple way to track what is happening and why

Resistance training may be more beneficial in the first half of the cycle. Photograph: Jutta
Klee/Getty Images/Canopy
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… as you’re joining us today from Ireland, we have a small favour to ask.
Tens of millions have placed their trust in the Guardian’s fearless
journalism since we started publishing 200 years ago, turning to us in
moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5 million
supporters, from 180 countries, now power us financially – keeping us
open to all, and fiercely independent.

Unlike many others, the Guardian has no shareholders and no billionaire
owner. Just the determination and passion to deliver high-impact global
reporting, always free from commercial or political influence. Reporting
like this is vital for democracy, for fairness and to demand better from the
powerful.

And we provide all this for free, for everyone to read. We do this because
we believe in information equality. Greater numbers of people can keep
track of the events shaping our world, understand their impact on people
and communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action. Millions
can benefit from open access to quality, truthful news, regardless of their
ability to pay for it.

Every contribution, however big or small, powers our journalism and
sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as little as €1 – it only
takes a minute. If you can, please consider supporting us with a regular
amount each month. Thank you.
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W omen’s sport is on the rise. With bigger and better
programmes such as This Girl Can and Couch to 5K available,
and running events such as parkrun growing significantly,
opportunities for women have never been greater. Media

perceptions are also changing: the BBC and ITV included female pundits in
their World Cup coverage and, while parity is some way off, live broadcasting
of women’s football and rugby is becoming more common.

So, activity is increasing and so, too, is profile – great. Yet, despite this, there
is still a barrier to participation, one so big it is often deemed unmentionable.
It is the menstrual cycle. It’s something that, as a research scientist, I have
put many hours into trying to understand

As a young athlete, aged 11 and still in primary school, I was horrified at the
prospect of starting my menstrual cycle. I was anxious that it would get in
the way of my ability to take part in sport, and was terrified of anyone finding
out. I wish I had known then what I know now, and I am determined to help
the next generation and offer the tools to support them.

Through my PhD, I came across many women who felt that their menstrual
cycle was a barrier to regular exercise. They were full of questions: why
didn’t they feel so good on certain days? Would this affect their performance?
Was there anything they could do? Should they even be exercising? This is
not a topic that women usually openly discuss. However, once that initial
barrier was broken and they started talking about it, they were happy to chat
away.

This is where I feel very fortunate to work for Orreco, a sports science and
data analytics company. Orreco was co-founded in 2009 by Dr Brian Moore, a
physiologist who completed his PhD under Prof Craig Sharp, widely known
as the father of sports science. Here, we are determined to change
perceptions and to help girls and women be active and perform throughout
their menstrual cycle. Along with my colleague Grainne Conefrey, I recently
created a female athlete-specific programme, and through this launched a
free app, FitrWoman. This is designed to inform and educate, helping girls
and women to make better decisions during their cycles.

In a recent UK-wide opinion poll of 2,000 women conducted by Populus on
behalf of Orreco, 54% of participants identified that they have had to stop
exercising as a result of their menstrual cycle, with this increasing to 73% in
16- to 24-year-olds. Perhaps even more concerning is the recent finding by
Women in Sport that 42% of girls do not exercise when they are on their
period. The poll also found that more than half of women say they are
embarrassed by their periods. Is having a period really still an unmentionable
“curse”?

Alongside working with elite teams and athletes, including a recent
partnership with US Swimming, and having a core focus on research, the
new app enables us to share evidence-based information around training,
nutrition and injury risk with millions of women. It enables users not just to
track their period but also their symptoms and any impact on their training,
too.

Research shows that exercise can reduce negative menstrual cycle-related
symptoms, and with knowledge of this and of diet, girls and women can take
steps to help themselves. For example, we know that there are a number of
dietary-based risk factors for increasing both pain and heaviness of flow. 

Throughout the menstrual cycle, hormones are constantly changing, and the
app provides users with personalised information based on this. For
example, susceptibility to certain injury types has been found to vary due to
the effects of the hormones on ligaments, muscles and tendons. The app
provides suggestions to reduce this risk. The aim is not to make women and
girls panic and stop exercising, but quite the opposite: it helps users to keep
exercising throughout their cycle and to reduce risk.

The app also suggests when to focus on certain training types. Hormonal
fluctuations can mean that increased benefit may be obtained from different
training types at different times in the cycle. For example, a recent study
found more benefit from high-intensity and resistance training in the first
half of the cycle compared with the second.

Nutritional demands throughout the cycle have also been shown to be
influenced by the changing hormone levels, with specific changes in the
body’s primary fuel source, dependent on exercise intensity. While this
information may seem a bit daunting, it is all captured in the app, where
dietary advice, tips and recipes are all delivered in a very usable and simple
format.

While all this information is helpful, the most popular content appears to be
the explanation about what is happening in the body. From user feedback so
far, we have found that women appreciate the sense of reassurance and
knowledge about how they are feeling and why. Being a runner myself, I
really find that having an understanding about why I may feel as I do on any
one day is so beneficial. For example, if I notice changes in my body
temperature, breathing rate, how strong I feel or even my tiredness, I can
explain these without feeling concerned.

We like to call FitrWoman the “no excuses” app. It provides information to
reduce symptoms and risk, and to help girls and women be at their best on
any one day. The Populus survey also found symptoms associated with the
menstrual cycle to have caused 21% of women to miss work – so perhaps the
app could be applicable in other scenarios, too.

Simply put, we want to help girls and women get the best out of themselves
and make smarter and more informed decisions. It is time to reclaim the
menstrual cycle and make it work for us, not against us.
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