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Lift and hold
A good sports bra lets you move freely, 
feeling comfortable and supported 
through any workout. Here’s how to 
choose the right one for your body – so 
you can run, lift or downward dog without 
the stress of the bounce.

Rebecca Howden

Having breasts can be stressful 
sometimes. Like, when you have to 
run for the train. Or when you feel a 
little too loose and free in your yoga 
flow, or the group fitness instructor 
says it’s time for jump squats. 

For the most part, you can exercise 
perfectly well without splashing out 
on fancy active wear. But if you’re 
someone who needs support in the 
chest area, a decent sports bra is 
almost essential. Feeling supported 
and comfortable means you’ll have 
the confidence to move freely, so you 
can perform better and get more out 
of your workout. 

Breasts like to move about the  
place when we’re active – up 
and down, side to side. It’s a 
consequence of being so soft, 
round and lovely. Sometimes it’s 
just annoying and uncomfortable, 
making us feel like we have to 
restrict our movement. Sometimes 
it can cause pain. And over time, too 
much bouncing can cause damage 
to the soft tissue and delicate 
ligaments inside the breasts, which 
give them their shape. 

Bra expert Adele Kershaw, head 
designer at Berlei Innovation, says 
being supported during exercise 
is important no matter how large 
or small your breasts are. The 
idea isn’t to stop your breasts from 
moving completely, but to reduce it 
to a comfortable minimum.

“Breasts of any size need to be 
individually supported through 
lifting and separating,” she says. 
“This type of construction in bras 
is called encapsulation, and is 
enhanced by underwires which hold 
the breasts securely in place.” 

The challenge: choosing the  
right sports bra 
Like with your everyday bras, it’s  
always a good idea to get professionally 
fitted for a sports bra if you can. A bra 
fitting specialist will help you find the 
perfect size and style, making sure  
you feel comfortable and confident to  
move in it. Of course, it’s not always 
possible to get into a good store for 
expert advice. But there are a few  
things to know that will take a lot of  
the guesswork out of your shopping.

Sports bras come in lots of different 
styles, designed for different body 
types, workouts and levels of impact. 
Some are underwired, some are more 
of a crop-top style. Some are padded 
with foam contour cups for more lift 
and shape. 

Whichever style you prefer, it’s 
important that it fits properly. A 
poorly-fitting bra can leave you feeling 
unsupported or too restricted – or 
worse, aching with neck, shoulder 
and back pain. And if you’ve ever 
experienced bra straps digging into 
your shoulders, wires poking into the 
soft undersides of your breasts, chafing 
under your arms, or an underband that 
feels more like a corset, you’ll know it’s 
just not worth it.

“It is essential that you feel 
comfortable in a bra when being 
active,” Adele says. “While each 
woman has personal preferences 
when it comes to choosing a bra, 
sports bras should feel firm but not 
restrict breathing or movement.

“The most common mistake is to wear 
an underband too loose, or a cup too 
small. This can often happen when 
wearing a crop bra, which relies on a 
compression structure, thus making 
underwires the best way to go.”  

The band
Look for a bra with a strong, wide 
underband to give you support. The 
band should fit snugly – firmer than an 
everyday bra, but not so tight that it’s 
uncomfortable. The back should  
sit level with the front, without riding 
up anywhere. 

To check the fit, Adele suggests 
rotating and twisting your upper body 
and raising your arms – the band 
should stay in place. “If the bra moves, 
then the band is too big,” she says. “If 
you feel restricted or you see bulges 
and breast spilling out at the underarm, 
then the bra band is too small.”

The cups 
Your breasts should fill the cups 
completely, but not be spilling out in 
any direction. This is important for 
effectively limiting movement. 

“Try a squat jump. If you feel a lot of 
movement, generally the cup is too big. 
If your breasts come out over the top 
of the cups, then the cup is too small,” 
Adele says. “Try also bending forward. 
If you can see down into the bra, then 
the cups are too big, and if your breasts 
are spilling out over the top, the cups 
are too small.” 

The straps 
There are lots of different styles of 
straps – racerback, criss-cross, tank 
top style. In any case, they should fit 
firmly, but not too tight. You don’t want 
them to be slipping around, or digging 
into your skin. Most sports bras will 
have adjustable straps, so play with 
the length to find a good fit for you. 
Some will also be convertible, so you 
can try crossing them over if that feels 
better during movement. 

Keep in mind that straps will stretch 
over time, so it’s a good idea to leave 
room to tighten them further. If the bra 
fits perfectly on the tightest possible 
adjustment, try a different style. 

The material
“It’s very important that the inside of 
the bra feels soft, without any sharp 
edge that look like they may irritate or 
rub your skin,” Adele says. “The fabric 
should feel like it has a firm stretch,  
so when you extend it in your hands 
you require some power and you can 
see it recover.”

“Breasts of any size need to be 
individually supported through 

lifting and separating. This type 
of construction in bras is called 
encapsulation, and is enhanced 

by underwires which hold the 
breasts securely in place.”


