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Physiotherapy advice and exercises for
after your baby is born

Other formats

If you need this information in another format such as audio tape
or computer disk, Braille, large print, high contrast, British Sign
Language or translated into another language, please telephone
the PALS desk on 01271 314090.

Introduction

The following advice applies to all new mothers, whether you have given birth vaginally or
by caesarean section. It includes a set of safe and gentle exercises and covers practical
advice to aid your recovery, including:

e Being comfortable after your delivery

e Moving easily around the ward and home with your baby
e Exercising the pelvic floor and abdominal muscles

e Returning to normal activity and fitness

After you have given birth, it is only natural that you will want to give your baby your full
attention. Even so, it is important that you take a little time for yourself to allow your body
to recover. Although you cannot expect to return to full pre-pregnancy fitness immediately,
there is a lot you can do now to help yourself regain strength and fitness.

Comfort after your delivery
Rest

After having your baby it is vital that you have sufficient rest to recover. It may be helpful to
use a relaxation method to aid your sleep, and try to rest whilst your baby sleeps.

Comfortable resting position

Lie on your side and place a pillow below your abdomen and between your knees. This
position is comfortable for most women, especially if you have had stitches in your
abdomen or bottom.

Turning in bed

Bend both knees, one at a time and keep both feet on the bed. Support the abdomen with
your hand, especially if you have had a caesarean. Make sure that you turn your shoulders
and knees at the same time as you roll onto your side.
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Sitting up in bed

Make sure your back is well supported with pillows, especially
the hollow of your back. Bending your knees will take the
strain off your tummy.

To get out of bed

Bend both knees and roll onto your side by moving your
shoulders and knees together. Push up by pressing your upper hand down onto the bed
while you lower your feet to the floor.

Sit on the edge of the bed and then stand by pushing up with your legs and hands.

Circulatory exercises
Foot exercises

Lying with your knees straight or sitting out in the chair, move your feet and ankles briskly
towards and away from you. Circle your feet around in one direction and then the other.
Repeat 10 times every hour.
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This exercise improves the circulation in your legs and helps to reduce swelling in the feet

and ankles. If your ankles are swollen, put your feet up with your knees supported. Avoid
crossing your legs or ankles, or standing still for long periods.

Deep-breathing exercises

It is important to ensure that after your delivery you are able to take gentle, deep breaths
to maintain a clear chest. While sitting, take a slow, deep breath in through your nose,
expand your chest, hold for two seconds and then sigh out through your mouth. Repeat
four times.

Coughing

If you feel phlegm in your chest, it is important to get rid of it as soon as possible. Before
trying to cough, do the deep-breathing exercise four times, then ‘huff’ the air out. To huff,
take a deep breath in, then breathe out quickly and forcefully through your mouth as if you
were steaming up a window. This will help loosen any phlegm, if needed.

You may find it more comfortable to cough in the same position as for your deep-breathing
exercises. If you have had a caesarean, support your abdominal incision by holding a
small towel or pillow firmly over your tummy. Do not be afraid to cough - your stitches and
staples are very secure. Be sure that you have adequate pain relief for as long as you
require.
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Exercise

There are many good reasons for exercising once your baby is born. You should return
gradually and enjoy it. You should do the exercises in this leaflet and continue with them
once you are at home.

e Becoming active as soon as possible after the delivery may mean there is less
chance of developing post-natal depression, providing exercise relieves the stress
rather than increasing it.

e The hormones can affect your joints for up to six months after the birth, or for as
long as you are breastfeeding, so care should be taken not to start high-impact
activity too soon.

e Brisk walking with your baby is an excellent way to exercise. Ensure the pram
handles are at the correct height so you do not have to bend forwards or reach up.
Gradually increase the time and pace of your walking.

e Although baby-carriers can be useful, ensure they are adjusted properly to avoid
back/neck strain.

e You can start swimming once you have had seven consecutive days clear of
vaginal bleeding or discharge. If you have had a caesarean, you might want to wait
until your six-week check-up.

e Always listen to your body. Many women feel extremely tired after childbirth, so
pace yourself and do not overdo it.

Pelvic-floor exercises

As soon as possible after your baby's birth, start these exercises, even if you have
stitches. Gentle, rhythmic tightening and relaxing of the muscles will help healing, ease
pain and swelling, and strengthen the pelvic floor muscles.

They can be done lying, sitting or standing. If you are sore after delivery, start by trying to
do the exercises lying on your side when relaxed.

The pelvic-floor muscles are at the bottom of your pelvis, supporting your pelvic organs
and helping to control bladder and bowel function. They will have been stretched in
pregnancy and during vaginal deliveries, so it is important to perform pelvic floor exercises
to improve muscle strength.

Uterus/womb

Front passage

urethra i \
( ) Pelvic floor BSoK passage
muscles I
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If you have a catheter, it is advisable to wait until it is removed and you are passing urine
normally before starting pelvic floor exercises.

Why do | need to exercise my pelvic floor?

All muscles need to be exercised to stay strong. The pelvic floor muscles can be
weakened in several ways:

e Childbirth and pregnancy

e Excess weight

e Chest problems causing coughs
e Long-term constipation

e Ageing

Strengthening the pelvic floor can improve bladder and bowel control, and also support the
pelvic organs, helping to prevent prolapse. Strong pelvic floor muscles can also help
increase sexual enjoyment.

How do | find my pelvic floor?

Sit comfortably on a firm chair and try to keep breathing normally. Imagine that you are
trying to stop yourself passing wind by pulling up the back passage. Try to avoid clenching
your buttock muscles.

Now imagine that you are pulling your back passage up inside towards your navel (tummy
button) as though it is in a lift.

Pelvic floor exercises
1. To strengthen the muscles

Hold at the top of the ‘lift’ for up to 10 seconds. Release and rest for five seconds. Try to
breathe normally. You may feel your tummy muscles tighten, which is fine.

Repeat as many times as you can (up to 10).
2. To make the muscles work quickly, when you need them
Pull the muscles in quickly and let go again. Repeat 10 times.

Practise these exercises at least three or four times a day. To maintain improved
performance throughout life, continue to exercise regularly.

Set aside times to do the exercises when you are not busy with something else. If you are
washing up or driving, you can’t concentrate properly.

A full set must be done each time, to work well.

When you can do the exercises well while sitting, try doing them standing up.
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Using the muscles
When you are going to do something which causes pressure in your abdomen, such as

coughing, lifting or sneezing, it is important to get into a habit of pulling in your pelvic-floor
muscles immediately before and trying to hold them until you stop.

Other things you can do to help

Lose weight if you need to (check with your GP for advice)
e Avoid constipation
e Avoid heavy lifting where possible

Increasing your general fitness is important — try cycling, walking or swimming — but it is
advisable to avoid high-impact exercise, such as trampolining or sit-ups.

Final thought

It takes three to six months to strengthen pelvic-floor muscles with regular training. Don’t
be disheartened if improvement is slow, and don’t give up!

Just like any other muscles in the body, the pelvic-floor muscles will go weak again if not
exercised regularly. Therefore these exercises must become as much a part of your daily
routine as brushing your teeth!

Exercising your abdominal muscles

The abdominal muscles form a natural corset supporting your spine and internal organs.
These muscles become weakened and stretched during pregnancy and childbirth, so it is
important that you start to exercise and strengthen them as soon as possible. Exercises
will help you regain your body shape and prevent backache from developing.

The abdominal-hollowing exercise

Start doing this exercise in the most comfortable position for you. Lie with your knees bent
or sit upright, and place your hands on your tummy.

Breathe in through your nose and, as you breathe out,
draw your lower abdomen gently away from your
hands towards your back, and then relax.

You should be able to breathe and talk at the same
time, without your lower back moving. Try and repeat three times if you can. This exercise
will also help you relax.

Once you have learnt this exercise, you should be able to repeat it while standing. To
progress further, repeat as above but keep your muscles drawn in for three seconds while
you continue to breathe in and out normally. You may also feel these muscles working as
you do pelvic-floor exercises.

Practise these exercises three times a day or as often as you can. You will gradually be
able to hold for longer until you reach 10 seconds and can repeat 10 times.
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Days 2 onwards — additional exercises

During pregnancy, as your baby grows, your tummy muscles naturally lengthen and
stretch sideways. A gap can form between these muscles, called divarication of rectus
abdominus. This gap, usually about 5cm wide, gradually closes up after the birth. It is
important to take care with the following exercises and to ensure that your tummy does not
bulge or dome at all. If it does, stop the exercises and continue with the abdominal-
hollowing exercise only. You may need to ask your GP for a referral to a physiotherapist.

The next exercises are also helpful in relieving wind and nausea after a caesarean
delivery.

Start all exercises by lying with your head on a pillow, knees bent and a shoulder-
width apart, and feet flat on the bed.

1. The pelvic tilt

Place your hands in the hollow of your back. Hollow
your abdomen as above, tighten your pelvic floor
muscles and flatten your back into the bed as your
pelvis tilts. Breathe normally and maintain this position
for a few seconds and release gently.

Repeat this up to 10 times, three times a day.
2. Knee rolling

Hollow your abdomen and tighten your tummy muscles
(as above), and gently lower both knees to one side as
far as comfortable. Bring them back to the middle and
relax. Hollow your abdomen again and repeat to the
other side.

Do these three times each side if you can. Repeat three times a day.
3. Abdominal exercise and head lift
Do not do this exercise if you have neck pain.

Lie with your head on two pillows. Hollow your
abdomen and pull up your pelvic-floor muscles. Slowly
raise your head and shoulders a little way off the
pillows. Hold for three seconds, then gently lower and
relax. Repeat five times if you can.

Progress by removing one pillow and then gradually increase up to 10 repetitions, three
times a day.

Never attempt double leg lifts, as this puts too much strain on
your tummy and pelvic floor muscles and could injure your
back.
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Getting back to normal

Being active is good for you. Get up and move around as soon as possible unless you are
advised otherwise.

Look after your back —this is good advice for life

A good posture is important in lying, sitting, standing or walking. It may improve the way
you feel, and help to prevent aches and pains.

Your pelvic joints can take between three and six months to return to normal, and possibly
longer if breastfeeding. You can easily strain your back during this time, so take care with
posture and exercise. Begin with gentle exercise, build up your fithess and do not start too
soon with high-impact activity, such as aerobics classes.

Back pain is often caused by slouching when feeding your baby and stooping when
changing your baby's nappy. Remember to maintain an upright posture.

Sitting and feeding

Always sit well back in the chair or on the bed. A
small pillow or folded towel behind your waist may
help to alleviate any backache you have. Your feet
should reach the floor. Pillows on your lap will bring
the baby level with your breast if you are
breastfeeding, or high enough to avoid stooping if
you are using a bottle. Rest back, making sure your
shoulders are relaxed.

Remember, you can also feed your baby whilst lying
on your side, in the comfortable resting position as described above.

Lifting

Try to avoid or minimise any heavy lifting in the first
few weeks.

Try to tighten your pelvic-floor and tummy muscles,
and to breathe out as you lift.

Remember to keep your back straight and your
knees bent when lifting.

Changing your baby

The surface on which you change your baby should
be at waist height, so you do not have to bend
forward, risking backache. It is also easier to lift your
baby from this height.
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Sexual intercourse

Some women prefer to wait until their GP check-up at six weeks before resuming full
intercourse. However, if there are no problems, you can resume intercourse when you feel
ready. Start gently and use lubrication if required. If you have persistent pain or discomfort
during intercourse, seek advice from your GP.

Caesarean delivery
Extra information

If you have had a caesarean, you should follow all of the above advice. However, because
you have had abdominal surgery, you will be more tired. Do not expect too much, too
soon.

There are several layers of stitches in your abdomen that will take time to heal, so
gradually increase your activity levels as you feel able.

e Take pain relief for as long as you require to allow you to move comfortably
e When you return home, accept all the help that is offered

e Try to avoid activity that causes strain for the first six weeks; this includes prolonged
standing, hoovering or carrying heavy shopping/loads.

e Try not to lift anything heavier than your baby for the next six weeks. If you have a
toddler, encourage them to try to climb up to you whilst sitting, rather than bending
forwards to pick them up.

Walking

The first time you go out with your pram, don’t walk too far. Remember, you have to walk
all the way back again. Ensure the pram handles are at the correct height, so you do not
have to bend forwards or reach upwards.

Driving

Wait until you feel strong enough and can concentrate. If this is before your six-week
check-up, check with your insurance company that you are covered. Make sure you can
wear a seatbelt comfortably and perform manoeuvres and an emergency stop without
undue pain. If possible, take someone with you on your first journey.

Exercise and sport

Wait until after your six-week check-up. Begin with the gentler forms of exercise, such as
walking and swimming. Build up your fitness gradually. Avoid aerobics classes and
competitive sports for three months. Listen to your body — stop if it hurts.

Contact information

If you experience continued symptoms of pelvic girdle pain, backache or bulging of your
abdominal muscles, request a referral to your local physiotherapist.
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If you experience symptoms of bladder or bowel leakage, or uncontrolled loss of wind, you
may need to be seen by a specialist continence therapist. Your GP, midwife or health
visitor should be able to refer you to the appropriate team, if required.

PALS

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) ensures that the NHS listens to
patients, relatives, carers and friends, answers questions and resolves concerns as
quickly as possible. If you have a query or concern call 01271 314090 or e-mail
ndht.pals@nhs.net. You can also visit the PALS and Information Centre in person at
North Devon District Hospital, Barnstaple.

Have your say

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust aims to provide high quality services. However,
please tell us when something could be improved. If you have a comment or compliment
about a service or treatment, please raise your comments with a member of staff or the
PALS team in the first instance.

‘Care Opinion’ comments forms are on all wards or online at www.careopinion.org.uk.

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust
Raleigh Park, Barnstaple
Devon EX31 4JB
Tel. 01271 322577
www.northdevonhealth.nhs.uk
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