The Effect of the Menstrual Cycle and the Combined Oral Contraceptive Pill Phases on Athletic Performance in Female Runners


Abstract

This study examines the effects of the menstrual cycle (MC) and combined oral contraceptive pill (COCP) phases on female running performance, using both objective metrics from Strava and weekly questionnaire responses. MC phases were classified as menses, follicular, and luteal; COCP phases as pill-taking and pill-withdrawal. No significant differences in objective performance metrics were
found across phases in either group (p > .05): average pace (s/km), fastest split (s/km), average heart rate (HR) (bpm), maximum HR reached (bpm), and % maximum HR (calculated using ‘220–age’).

Questionnaire data from the MC group showed increased fatigue and symptoms, lack of motivation, and a negative perceived performance during the menses and luteal phases, whilst the follicular phase was associated with lower perceived difficulty, less fatigue, and a greater perceived performance. Among COCP users, both phases were associated with similar levels of mental strain, with the pill-withdrawal phase associated with more physical symptoms. However, perceived
performance was unaffected by COCP phase. Results highlight that symptoms themselves may have a greater impact on performance than hormone fluctuations and support the use of individual symptom tracking, through platforms like Strava, to inform training decisions. Furthermore, the results support that COCP use does not impair running performance for female athletes, making them a viable intervention for athletes experiencing perceived performance variation across the MC, or wanting menstrual regulation.

