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For many of us, “that time of the month” is 
considered an inconvenience – a necessary 
evil. We know deep down that it’s a good 

sign our bodies are working as they should be. The 
reality is it can be a pain, in more ways than one. 
There’s the inevitable dash to the chemist to stock 
up on an assortment of sanity products (which, 
might I add, will cost you a small fortune). But 
more significantly, the physical symptoms can be 
uncomfortable, to say the least. What’s there to like 
about bloating, mood swings, sore breasts, lower 
back pain, and abdominal cramping? 

Often referred to as “the curse” or “women’s 
problems”, it’s certainly not surprising that there 
have been many fallacies over the years about what 
women can and can’t do while they’re menstruat-
ing. Like many female functions, menstruation has 
long been characterised as a “condition”, which has 
influenced the way we think about it. 

More often than not, we’re unlikely to openly 
discuss our menstrual cycles even though it’s 
something we, as athletes, should be paying close 

attention to. True, we may have a whinge to a close 
friend about having pre-menstrual syndrome 
(PMS), or our partner might accuse us of being 
under the control of these symptoms when we’re 
really just cranky because he forgot to put the rub-
bish out!

Thankfully, however, two of Australia’s most 
prominent and successful athletes, 2000 Sydney 
Olympian Georgie Clarke and 2006 Melbourne 
Commonwealth Games representative Anna 
Thompson, are willing to share their experiences 
with running and menstruation and their thoughts 
on the importance of being in tune with our cycles.

Menstruation and the challenge 
for female athletes

In the 1800s medical “wisdom” about exercise 
for women was that they must not participate in 
any activities during their menstrual period (and 
pregnancy). Evidently, times have changed. (Even 
though we’re all probably guilty of using our peri-
ods to skip PE at some stage during our adolescent 
years!). 

In fact, according to much of the recent 
research, there is no conclusive proof that getting 
your period negatively affects athletic performance. 
It’s now commonly believed moderate exercise 

alleviates many of the undesirable symptoms 
associated with pre-menstrual and menstrual dis-
comfort. But the operative word here is moderate. 

For many elite athletes, particularly female 
distance runners, the combination of high volume/
heavy training and low body fat levels can lead to 
amenorrhea; the cessation of menstrual periods. 
This means that the body doesn’t feel it has suf-
ficient resources to nurture a foetus. 

Even if having a child is not on your lifetime 
to-do list, not having a period can increase the risk 
of stress fractures and loss of bone mass, which can 
lead to osteoporosis (weakening of the bones) in 
later life. Neither of these is conducive to optimal 
athletic performance.

According to Georgie, 22, who has been com-
peting at an international level since she was just 
a teenager, young athletes should be encouraged 
to speak up if they haven’t had a period for two to 
three months. 

“It’s a big concern if you’re not getting your 
period,” she says. “It’s not a cool thing to happen, 
you lose bone mass pretty rapidly.” 

Herein lies the challenge for many competitive 
athletes: how to maintain a healthy weight so we 
get regular periods while also balancing a rigorous 
training program, which demands a lean physique, 
to achieve the best possible results. 

Unfortunately, says Georgie, many young ath-
letes strive to achieve the same lean physiques as 
older, more mature athletes. She concedes she fell 
into that trap as a 14- to 16-year-old. The problem, 
she says, is that some young athletes perform at a 
high level with a low body weight. But these per-
formances are likely to be short-lived. 

“If you look at some of the elite runners who 
are 17 or 20 and they keep pushing their bodies 
through that growth and development stage, it 
doesn’t help in the long-term,” she says. “It gives 
you a false sense of reality and performance, and 
then you’ll fall into a deep hole.”

Know your cycle
There will be some athletes who will not 

be especially disappointed that they don’t get a 
regular period or even get one at all. But it’s really 
important for female athletes and their coaches to 
understand the potential repercussions.

For me, having a regular cycle throughout 
my later running career is something I have been 
quite proud of. Now it is something I am eternally 
grateful for after recently falling pregnant with 

relative ease. I am due to 
give birth to my first child 
in early February 2007. 
(Please note: having a 
regular menstrual cycle is 
one of many influences 
determining a women’s 
fertility.)

Anna, 29, agrees that 
getting a regular period 
is a good indication 
an athlete is a healthy 
weight. She says she 
prefers to be “natural” 
rather than take the 
Pill. 

“It’s a good way 
of keeping tabs on 
whether your weight 
is okay,” she says. “If 
not, it’s not really 
healthy running-
wise. I like to know 
I am menstruating 
on my own.”

Admittedly, 
other than the 
obvious - I got a 
period each month 
and was probably a bit moody and emotional in 
the lead-up, just ask my husband - until recently 
I knew very little about the menstrual cycle. But 
planning for a family meant I needed to look 
beyond the basics. So if you’re anything like me, 
your knowledge may be a bit sketchy, too.

It’s generally accepted that an “average” cycle 
is around 28 days. But I say that loosely because it 
can range anywhere between 21 days and 40 days 
(plus) depending on the individual. Stress is known 
to shorten or lengthen a cycle; sport is considered a 
“stress” which usually lengthens it. 

If you’re a competitive athlete, your coach may 
even try to determine when your performance will 
be at its best based on your cycle. Without going 
into the complicated scientific explanation (largely 
because it’s beyond my level of expertise and 
understanding), there is research that suggests peak 
performance for the endurance athlete is during 
the mid-luteal phase of the menstrual cycle (about 
a week after ovulation). 

According to a report published on www.
serpentine.org.uk, muscle glycogen in the legs is 

higher during this 
stage of a woman’s cycle, which could lead 
to increased speed over the final distance of, for 
example, a marathon because of the potential for 
greater output. For the most part, however, it’s not 
practical or realistic for an athlete to base her com-
petition schedule around her menstrual cycle. 

Instead, we all must learn to accept that on any 
given day, at any given time, at any given race or 
championship, there will be circumstances that 
will be less than ideal and we must be able to adapt 
maturely and appropriately … and just get on with 
it. Perhaps you might like to keep a pack of tam-
pons in your race kit, so if your period does decide 
to come at an inopportune time, at least you’ll be 
prepared! 

Anna says in her experience, having a period 
hasn’t been a hindrance to performance, but inter-
estingly hers tends to come a little late if she’s been 
preparing for a particularly big event.

“I think your body sometimes knows it has a 
big event coming up and it might hold it [men-
struation] off,” she says.      >>

running        &  m e ns  t rua  t i on

Competitive athletes are prepared to train hard to improve performance and 
reach their goals. But how hard is too hard? Your menstrual cycle (or lack thereof) 
can give you an insight into whether your body is under too much stress. 
TIFFANY BONASERA reports.

“ Often referred to as “the curse” or “women’s problems”, 
it’s certainly not surprising that there have been many fallacies 

over the years about what women can and can’t do while 
they’re menstruating. ”
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“ It’s now commonly believed moderate 
exercise alleviates many of the undesirable 
symptoms associated with pre-menstrual and 
menstrual discomfort. But the operative word 
here is moderate. ”

Anna Thompson 
– an advocate of a healthy weight and a natural cycle. 

HEALTH
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‘Athletic’ amenorrhea and the 
female athlete

Earlier this year, 2006 Melbourne Common–
wealth Games 5000m representative Eloise 
Wellings bravely admitted in a national newspaper 
report that she’d suffered an eating disorder when 
she was 16 and was told her bones were as weak 

as a 75-year-old woman. As shocking as it 

sounds, she’s certainly not alone. These two 
symptoms are considered to be increasingly com-
mon among female athletes, particularly those 
participating in ‘high-risk’ sports such as distance 
running. 

It’s generally believed that disordered eating 
and bone density loss (osteoporosis) are two of 
three components at work in what researchers 
coin the “female athlete triad”. Amenorrhea is the 

other component in this 
three-way relationship. 

In the August 2006 
issue of R4YL, I explored 
what is a healthy weight 
for female distance run-
ners and found through 
speaking with a sport 
psychologist and sports 
dietitian that there is a 
tendency in this group 
towards disordered eat-
ing patterns because the 
sport emphasises low body 
weight and a lean physique. 
The danger here is that an 
athlete may not be getting 
enough energy to fuel a 
demanding training pro-
gram, and it’s this negative 
energy balance (the rela-
tionship between kilojoules 
consumed and kilojoules 
expended) that will trigger 
amenorrhea.

If you’re a healthy weight 
(or are menstruating) you 
will have normal levels of the 
female hormone estrogen. This 
is important for your body to be 
able to absorb calcium, a mineral 
we all need to build strong bones. 
If you’re not getting a regular 
period, you’ll be more prone to 
getting stress fractures, especially 
in a high-impact, repetitive sport 
like running. 

Through my experience, 
many athletes consider amenor-
rhea to be a normal consequence 
of hard training without having 
an understanding that some of the 

possible outcomes, like osteoporosis, are likely 
to be irreversible. Of even greater concern is that 
some athletes are so focused on the short-term 
that they’ll turn a blind eye to having an irregular 
period or not having one at all. In time, it will catch 
up with you. It’s wonderful to look back at memo-
ries of when you were running and competing, but 
if you later discover you’re infertile or you will suf-
fer from brittle bones for the rest of your life, will it 
all be worth it?

For Anna, who says when she didn’t get a period 
in her early 20s for a few years, the alarm bells start-
ed ringing and she made an appointment to see her 
doctor about it. Coincidently, Anna says her men-
strual cycle actually began again of its own accord 
and has been relatively regular ever since. Now the 
focus for her is maintaining a healthy weight.

“When I am a constant weight, I definitely 
think that helps,” she says. “If your weight goes up 
and down, it can affect your cycle.”

Coaches, too, have an obligation, particularly 
when mentoring young girls, not only to over-
see an athlete’s training program but to foster 
an environment where there are open lines of 
communication. This allows the appropriate inter-
vention to be arranged should a female athlete 
show signs of heading down this slippery slope. It 
will not only jeopardise her future in the sport but 
far more importantly, her long-term health.   

Georgie, like many other young athletes, 
has been on the Pill since she was 16. Oral con-
traceptives are often prescribed to athletes not 
menstruating or to athletes who have an irregu-
lar period in an effort to restore estrogen levels, 
increase bone density, and decrease the risk of 
stress fractures. Describing it as her “life saver” 
through her younger years, Georgie says athletes 
need to be careful if they choose this course of 
action because it’s not without its problems. 

“I went on the Pill when I was 16,” she says. “If 
you stay on the Pill for a long period of time and 
you then decide to go off the Pill, make sure (under 
the guidance of a healthcare professional) you 
supplement it with calcium and be aware of the 
possibility of bone mass loss when you come off it.”

Georgie’s message to other young athletes is to 
get professional guidance early if you’re not getting 
a regular period. And, whether you’re on the Pill 
or not, it’s critical to get regular bone scans to make 
sure your bone density is where it should be. 

“I have had bone density scans done every 
year,” she says. “I have had no loss in bone mineral 
density.”

Ultimately, says Anna, while it might seem 
convenient not to get a period, there are too many 
reasons to make sure your cycle is okay. 

“When it comes down to it, if there’s a problem, 
you need to do something about it,” she says.�

References:
•	 www.pittsburghmarathon.org/WomenRunning.htm
•	 www.serpentine.org.uk
•	 www.montanabones.com/sports_page/fall2001/

SportsPageFall2001.pdf
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“ ... an “average” cycle is around 28 days. But I say that 
loosely because it can range anywhere between 21 days and 
40 days (plus) depending on the individual. Stress is known to 
shorten or lengthen a cycle; sport is considered a “stress” which 
usually lengthens it. ”

Georgie Clare knows 
only too well the complications that can arise from amenorrhea. 
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Emma Murray retains 
the World Long Distance 
Mountain Running Title!

Once again, the Australian Mountain 
Running community is abuzz with the 
news that Canberra’s Emma Murray 

has won the World Long-Distance Mountain 
Running Championships. 

This time last year Emma leapt 
from obscurity to win the World 
Champs at her first attempt, and now 
she’s made it two from two.

The Long-Distance titles are 
held over the full marathon dis-
tance on very mountainous courses 
around the world. This year the 
course was up and down Pikes 
Peak in Colorado, USA. Emma 
finished in a time of 4.21.09, over 
4 minutes in front of local endur-
ance athlete Danelle Ballengee.

In last year’s championships, 
held on a rugged course in the 
French Pyrenees, Emma finished 
a staggering 18 minutes in front 
of the second placed female, and 
placed 17th overall in a field 
of over 600 male and female 
runners. This year her placing 
was even better, finishing 11th 
outright of approximately 700 
runners.

However, she had a much 
tougher time holding off the 
second placed female. Although 
Emma was almost six minutes 
clear of Danelle at the half way 
point at the top of the moun-
tain, when she turned around 
to head back down, she 

thought the gap was much smaller, and was very 
worried about being caught in the second half.

She had good reason to worry, as Danelle is 
a four time winner of this event, and also placed 
second last year. She’s also an extremely accom-

plished professional multisport athlete, and has 
won the “US Athlete of the Year” title six times 
in the disciplines of Adventure racing, duathlon, 
mountain running and multisport.

Danelle did manage to close the gap by over a 
minute in the remainder of the race, but it wasn’t 
enough, giving Emma enough time to enjoy her 
victory as she ran through the streets of Manitou 
Springs towards the finish line.

In the men’s race, local runner Matt 
Carpenter scored a very decisive victory in a 
time of 3.33.07, finishing 12 minutes clear of the 
second place getter, Galen Burrell.

Australia’s only other competitor, Trevor 
Jacobs, ran a gutsy race to finish 21st. His per-
formance was all the more remarkable given 
that he is 54 years of age, and not surprisingly, 
he won his age group.

Prior to their departure to the States, both 
Emma and Trevor had been utilising the alti-
tude training tent at the AIS in Canberra to try 
and prepare for the thin air found at the top of 
Pikes Peak. The highest part of the course is 
an altitude of 4299m, almost twice that of Mt 
Kosciuszko. But several hours a week of altitude 
training can not compare with a lifetime of train-
ing and living at altitude, and it was always going 
to be a tough ask for Emma and Trevor to com-
pete against athletes more accustomed to it. 

Fortunately, Emma seemed to cope remark-
ably well, just as she had the previous year in 
the Pyrenees at 3000m. Trevor fared a bit worse, 
becoming dizzy up near the top of the mountain. 
He was disappointed to have to back off the 
speed and be passed by several runners, most of 
them well-acclimatised locals. 

But Trevor has a high cadence and low 
impact running style that lends itself perfectly 
to long downhills. And so towards the end of 
the punishing 21km descent, at a much more 
comfortable altitude of around 2000m, Trevor 
was able to regain most of those places he’d 
lost earlier.

Emma doesn’t have long to recover before 
her next big race. The World Mountain 
Running Championships (regular distance) will 
be held on the 10th of September. The women’s 
race is 8km straight up Mt Olympus in Turkey, 
and Emma will be joined by City to Surf winner 
Anna Thompson, along with Jessamy Hosking 
and Cindy King. 

The men’s team consists of one of Australia’s 
strongest, headlined by Ben du Bois who has 
been running extremely well in Europe recently. 
After 3 races of the mountain running Grand 
Prix series, Ben has two thirds and a fourth to 
his name, placing him second in the series rank-
ings. Also running in the men’s team is Scott 
McTaggart, Stephen Brown, Barry Keem and 
Stuart Doyle. 

Watch out for a comprehensive World 
Mountain Running Championship report in 
Issue 9 of R4YL.�

by Dave Osmond
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Women	aS CENT	dES CENT	 OVERALL
1. Emma Murray. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      2.46.28. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.34.41. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.21.09
2. Danelle Ballengee. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   2.52.12. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.33.32. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.25.44
3. Keri Nelson. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        3.01.25. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.50.28. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.51.53
4. Cheryl Stephenson. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  3.16.51. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.41.03. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.57.54
5. Sarah Evans. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        3.14.14. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.44.08. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.58.22
6. Lisa Ledet . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         3.18.44. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.39.59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.58.43
7. Salynda Fleury. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      3.17.03. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.46.11. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                5.03.14
8. Jennifer Leppert. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     3.19.39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.43.51. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                5.03.30
9. Jane Tunnadine. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     3.19.50. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.44.25. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                5.04.15
10. Karen Brennan. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    3.19.34. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.55.03. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                5.14.37
Men 
1. Matt Carpenter. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     2.08.27. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.24.40. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                3.33.07
2. Galen Burrell. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       2.18.15. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.27.26. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                3.45.41
3. Zac Freudenburg. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   2.29.56. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.24.05. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                3.54.01
4. Ulrich Steidl. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        2.33.26. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.23.11. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                3.56.37
5. Miguel Lopez. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      2.29.35. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.30.38. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.00.13
6. Anton Vencelj. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      2.35.39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.31.20. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.06.59
7. Bernie Boettcher. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    2.33.03. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.35.06. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.08.09
8. Daniel Bolt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         2.45.55. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.26.23. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.12.18
9. Paul Koch. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         2.32.51. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.41.22. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.14.13
10. Erin Hutchinson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   2.41.38. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.33.13. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.14.51
21. Trevor Jacobs. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      3.03.19. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     1.46.19. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                4.49.38

Emma training in New Zealand. 
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