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INTRODUCTION

 

After you have given birth you will understandably want to give your baby lots of attention.  Even so, it is important to take a little time for yourself.  By regaining your fitness you will feel good and have more energy, and you could well avoid health problems in the future.

 

This leaflet offers guidance on safe and effective exercises to get you back into shape.  They are easy to do, need little effort and you will soon see the results.

 

If you have had a caesarean section, these exercises are still important. Just remember to start gently and progress slowly.

 

If you have any questions about these exercises ask to speak to the Women’s Health Physiotherapist, or if you have already left the hospital the contact details are on the back cover.

1    Strengthening your Pelvic Floor
 

The pelvic floor is a strong 'sling' or 'hammock' of muscle that helps to support the womb, the bladder and the bowel; keeping these structures in place and helping your control when you pass urine or empty your bowel.  The muscles stretch across the inside of the pelvis and are attached to the pubic bone at the front and to the coccyx at the back. 

 

 

 

 

 

Looking after your pelvic floor muscles is essential following the birth and throughout your life.  Initially exercising them will help reduce any swelling or discomfort.  Longer term strengthening the muscles can prevent leakage from the bladder or bowel.  It can help safeguard against prolapse and may improve your sex life.

 

How to work your Pelvic Floor 

 

Choose any comfortable position.  Imagine that you are trying to stop yourself from passing wind and at the same time trying to stop your flow of urine. The feeling is one of  'squeeze and lift', closing and drawing up the back and front passages.

	 Remember to –

· Keep breathing normally

· Try not to tighten your buttocks or thighs

· Do not squeeze your legs together


The Pelvic Floor Exercise programme

 

Pelvic floor muscles get tired quickly so you have to repeat a small  "block" of exercises 4-6 times every day.  In each block do slow and fast exercises.  As it gets easier they can be done in any position - lying, sitting, standing or even walking.

Slow Exercises

 

Gradually tighten the muscles and hold while you count  slowly to 3.  Repeat as many times as you can up to 10.  Slowly progress by increasing the length of the hold up to a count of 10.  This will help the muscles provide support for your bladder and bowel.

Fast Exercises

 

Tighten firmly and then immediately relax the muscles quickly.  Repeat as many times as you can up to 10. This helps the muscles stop the urine leaking when you laugh, cough, sneeze or exercise.

 

What if I have had stitches?

 

If you have had stitches it is even more important you start the slow exercises straight away.  Tightening your pelvic floor a few times every hour will act like a massage reducing the swelling, speeding up the healing process and lessening any discomfort.  Lying on your side with a pillow between your knees may be the most comfortable position to start with.  After a few days you can progress to the 4 – 6 blocks a day of the slow and fast exercises.

 

What if I can’t feel my pelvic floor?

 

During the vaginal delivery the nerves have been bruised.               Still keep trying to do your pelvic floor exercises, as they will be working even if you can’t feel them.  The exercises will reduce the swelling and pressure on the nerves and the feeling will slowly return.

2   Strengthening your Stomach Muscles
 

You should start strengthening your stomach muscles as soon as you feel well enough as they play an important part in reducing the strain on your back and pelvic floor.

 
Stage 1   The Deep Stomach Exercise

 

These muscles act like a corset, stabilizing the spine and pelvis, helping to flatten the stomach and draw in the waistline.

 

The exercise can be done in any comfortable position – perhaps lying on your side as shown below, or on your back with knees bent or in sitting.  You can then progress to doing them in standing and walking.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1   
Let your tummy sag.  Breathe in gently.

2  
As you breathe out gently draw in the lower part of your stomach.

3   
Maintain that hold while you continue breathing normally.
Remember

· Your back should not move

· You should be able to breathe and talk while you exercise

· If you cant do this you may be pulling in too hard

 
Repeat this four or five times.  Aim to build up gradually, holding the muscle in for 10 seconds and repeating 10 times.

 
	It is important to use these deep muscles in everyday activities.  Hold them in while carrying your baby, lifting baby equipment and during housework.  This reduces the strain on your back and pelvic muscles. 




 
After six weeks you can progress to the position below

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stage 2   

 

Once you are comfortably achieving the deep stomach exercise, you can move on to Stage 2 of the programme.

The Pelvic Tilt

 

1   Lie in the position shown below and perform the deep stomach exercise.
 

 
 

 

 

 

2   Gently squeeze your pelvic floor, tilt your pelvis up and flatten your back onto the floor or bed. Hold this position for a maximum of 10 seconds, then gently release.

 
The head Lift
 

1  
 Perform the pelvic tilt.

2  
 Remember to squeeze your pelvic floor muscles.

3  
 Lift your head only for a few seconds, then gently release.

 

To Progress

 

1 
Prolong the hold up to 10 seconds – keep breathing.

2  
Raise your head and shoulders.

 

	Remember to keep your stomach flat.  If it bulges out while you exercise go back to stage 1 and then slowly progress on to stage 2 later.




3
CARING FOR YOUR BACK

It is vital that you take care of your back after you have had your baby.  This part of your body will be vulnerable for 5 – 6 months after the birth because:

· your stomach muscles which normally help to support the spine are weak.

· your joints are more flexible and at risk from damage, due to the increased hormones in your body.

· caring for you baby will involve lifting, carrying, feeding and changing – all activities that will put extra strain on your back.

Continue getting out of bed as though you were still pregnant. Bend your knees, roll onto your side and push up with your arms.

Feeding

Try sitting with your feet raised on a pillow or foot stool.   Place a pillow on your knees and use it to support the arm cradling your baby.

You can also breastfeed lying on your side.  Ask your midwife or health visitor for advice if necessary.

Changing

Whether you sit, stand or kneel to change your baby,   remember not to stoop.

Lifting

Remember, whenever you are lifting, tighten your pelvic floor and deep stomach muscles.

Good posture is important –

        'Walk Tall'

Use your legs, bend your knees and get close to whatever you are picking up.  This will help to protect your back and pelvic floor.

4
EXERCISES FOR LIFE
Exercises should always be undertaken gradually, particularly if you are not used to it.  Progress at a pace that suites you.

Many women choose to go back to sport 2 – 3 months after childbirth, but everyone is different.  If you have any questions about what you should or should not be doing, ask your obstetric physiotherapist, midwife, health visitor or doctor.

The exercises outlined in this leaflet are designed for new mothers, but they are also good for all women.  By following them throughout your life, you may help yourself stay healthy.

5
FURTHER ADVICE

In order that your treatment is covered under the insurance scheme, which means that you will not have to pay, you will have had to be referred for physiotherapy by a specialist who has seen you.  Ladies who have had babies will be able to access physiotherapy up to 12 weeks after the birth of their baby for any problems directly associated with the birth such as incontinence or a persistently bulging tummy, without a referral. 

If you are in any doubt as to whether you are covered or not you can contact the physiotherapist specialising in women’s health on 725241 ext 4318 or Denise Robilliard on 725241 bleep 57.

Further advice is also available from:

Patricia McDermott,

Clinical Nurse Specialist, Continence and Urology.

Tel: 725241 ext 5238

CELIA HODSON MCSP SRP

Physiotherapists specialising in women’s health, obstetrics and continence.

Contact number: 725241

Ext 4318 (ansaphone) 

Available

Monday – Friday

9.00 am – 12.00 pm
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