Strengthening Exercises for Pelvic Floor Muscles
Introduction

Pregnancy, childbirth, obesity and excessive straining from frequent constipation can weaken a woman’s pelvic floor muscles (figure 1).

Weak pelvic floor muscles can cause urinary incontinence or loss of urine when pressure is exerted on the bladder (for example, by coughing, laughing, running, jumping or lifting).   This is called stress incontinence.  Aging and decreased levels of estrogen during and following menopause also can contribute to urinary incontinence.

Many women with urinary incontinence can decrease urinary leakage by exercising their pelvic floor muscles (the area around the vagina, urinary opening, and rectum) (figure 2).  This exercise, commonly known as Kegel exercise, involves contracting or squeezing and then releasing the pelvic floor muscles in order to strengthen them.

Muscles to exercise

Before doing pelvic floor muscle strengthening exercises, you need to identify your pelvic floor muscles.  Your healthcare provider can help you identify the correct muscles to contract.  At home, you can identify these muscles by imagining that you are trying to stop from passing gas.  Tighten (squeeze and lift) the muscles you would use.  You should feel a “squeezing” or “closing” sensation at the bladder and rectal outlets as well as around the vagina.  You should also feel a sensation of “lifting” or “drawing in” through the pelvic floor.  You should not feel any movement in your abdomen, legs, or buttocks.  Completely relax the muscles between each tightening.  You should feel “releasing” or “letting go” sensation of the muscles you just tightened.  The muscles should feel like they dropped naturally.  Do not push the muscles.
Exercise Instructions

1.  Initially, empty your bladder, and then find a quiet place to do your exercises.  This will help you to focus on doing the exercise correctly.  Once you are familiar with these exercises, you will not need to empty your bladder unless it makes your feel more comfortable, and you may do your exercises anywhere.  If you are doing the exercise correctly, no one can see you exercising these internal muscles.

2.  Get into a comfortable seated, standing or lying positions as directed by your healthcare provider.  Tighten your pelvic floor muscles.

3.  Continue to breathe regularly; do not hold your breath.

4.  Hold the contraction strong and steady for ______seconds.

5.  Release the contraction and relax your pelvic floor muscles for ______ seconds.

6.  Repeat the exercise ______ times.

7.  Exercise your pelvic floor muscles ______ times a day.

In addition, you may be asked to do several quick contractions in a row.  Tighten the pelvic floor for 1 to 2 seconds, then relax.  Do ______quick contractions, ______ times a day.

Please note:  If these blanks are not completed, ask you healthcare provider to complete them.

Things to remember

· Use only your pelvic floor muscles when doing your exercises.  You may place your hand on your abdomen while exercising.  If you feel your abdomen move, you are doing the exercises incorrectly,
· Do not do pelvic floor muscle exercises while urinating.  It may cause difficulties in emptying your bladder.

· Although initially you may not be able to hold the contraction for more tha a second, regular practice will allow you to increase the length of time you are able to hold your contractions.

· Contract your pelvic floor muscles before any event which causes you to leak urine (nose blowing, sneezing, coughing, laughing).  For example, as you feel the urge to cough, tighten your pelvic floor muscles to prevent urine leakage before and during your cough.
· After the first few days of exercising your pelvic floor muscles, you may notice some soreness around your pelvic floor muscle area.  If the soreness becomes too uncomfortable, talk to your healthcare provider.

· Your healthcare provider may suggest biofeedback, electrical stimulation or vaginal cones.  Biofeedback equipment allows you to identify which muscles to use and to see the strength and duration of your muscle contractions.  Electrical stimulation uses mild electrical impulses to stimulate pelvic floor muscle contractions.  Vaginal cones help to improve muscle strength.  You insert a tampon-shaped cone in your vagina and hold it in place by contracting your pelvic floor muscles.  As the muscles grow stronger, you increase the weight of the cone.

Seeing and maintaining results

After about six to 12 weeks of doing pelvic floor muscle strengthening exercises, you should notice improvement in pelvic floor muscle strength and a decrease in urinary leakage.  Once your pelvic floor muscles have strengthened,  you will not need to do this exercise as rigorously.  However, the benefits of pelvic floor muscle exercises will continue only as long as you do the exercise.  Make pelvic floor muscle exercises a lifelong practice.
