Remember

Spend a little quiet time really finding out how to work these muscles. Once you are sure that you are working these muscles correctly, you are ready to start a strengthening programme. 

You will need to build up to at least 30 tightenings a day to strengthen weak muscles. However, the muscles do tire quickly in the early days so don't forget to rest for a short time between contractions. 

Try to fit the exercises around your activities throughout the day. It will take 3 - 6 months of good work to make a difference to weak muscles so try to stick to a daily programme. Missing days will delay your progress. Perhaps start the day with an exercise session before you get out of bed. Repeat the exercises as you brush your teeth or as you get up and move around.

It can help to link the exercises with something you do regularly: running a tap, waiting for the kettle to boil, at traffic lights, with a song on the radio……

It is very important to avoid constipation and straining when opening your bowels. Be aware that if you are overweight, the extra pounds will be contributing to the downward load onto the pelvic floor.

You will need to think about bracing the pelvic floor and abdominal muscles if you need to lift anything heavy. Always try to minimise the amount of lifting you do by sharing the task or reducing the load. Do sit down and take the weight off your feet during the day. This also takes some of the strain off the vaginal tissues.
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Pelvic Floor Exercises

The pelvic floor muscles form a broad muscular sling across the base of the pelvis. These muscles support the position of the pelvic organs and help the closure mechanisms of the bladder and bowel. 

Incontinence and prolapse are all too common problems, with several factors contributing to symptoms:

· pregnancy and childbirth

· chronic constipation

· occupational heavy lifting

· being overweight

· sustained coughing

· hormonal changes

· the process of ageing

Daily exercises to improve pelvic floor muscle strength will help to ease symptoms of urinary leaking and support any prolapse or laxity within the vaginal tissues. 
Basic ‘core stability’ exercises

Sit comfortably or rest lying on your side. These are good starting positions if these exercises are new to you.

Close the back passage as if you are trying to stop yourself from passing wind. Once you feel the back passage drawing in, try and work this feeling forward into the vagina, as if closing the urinary passage too. This feeling of ‘squeezing and lifting’ internally is the basic pelvic floor contraction.

The abdominal muscles can also help the muscles of the pelvic floor to work. Relax your abdominal wall. Gently draw in the lower part of your abdominal wall towards your spine. Hold with easy effort and with easy breathing for a few seconds before letting go. 

Now try and work these two muscle groups at the same time. Pull up the pelvic floor muscles and draw in the lower abdominal wall. Feel how these ‘core stability’ muscles provide support to the lower back and pelvic tissues. 
Easy effort

It is important to do these exercises correctly. Try to always work with easy effort and easy breathing: no jaw clenching or tension in your face. Try not to tighten your buttocks or inner thigh muscles, or hold your breath as you work. Try also to feel how the muscles ‘let go’ when you stop working them.

If you are unsure about the exercises, a specialist Chartered Physiotherapist will be able to advise you. An internal examination may be helpful to assess the strength in these muscles.
Your pelvic floor exercise programme
Work in any comfortable position: sitting, standing, lying on your side or on your back. Vary the exercises listed below. Try a few repetitions of each exercise, at least three times a day.

1. Slowly tighten the pelvic floor muscles, closing around the back passage and pulling up deep inside. Hold for 3 - 4 seconds, longer if you can. Rest for a second or two before repeating.

2.  Pull up the pelvic floor muscles quickly and tightly, then immediately let go. Time how quickly you can do 5 fast tightenings. Have a short rest and repeat the work.

3.  Draw up the pelvic floor muscles in controlled stages. Tighten a little and hold. Add to the squeeze pressure and  hold. Finally draw up deep inside the vagina. Hold for a second or two before  letting  go a little, let go a little more, relax completely. Rest before repeating.

4.  Pull up the pelvic floor muscles a little and maintain this strength for 10 seconds. Rest and repeat this work building up to a 20 second hold.

Functional work

It is important to use the strength in these ‘core stability’ muscles to support the bladder and pelvic organs in advance of any exertion: coughing, sneezing, laughing, lifting etc 

If urinary urgency is a problem, anticipate times when the bladder is urgent and messaging strongly. Gently tighten the muscles of the pelvic floor and lower stomach wall, sustaining this work for 20 seconds in order to block the messages from the bladder and to help bladder control.

