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For the next generation – may your pelvic health journeys be more informed and empowered.
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In loving memory of little Eliza King who we lost during the time I was writing this book at just 7 months old. Thank you for reminding me that I can do hard things. Forever in our hearts x
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Author’s Note

I want to discuss before the book begins the use of language throughout, and my desire to never exclude anyone when discussing pelvic health. Pelvic health is for all, whatever your gender and I want everyone to learn more about it. However, I want to acknowledge that throughout this book when using the words ‘women’, ‘woman’ or ‘mother’ I am referring to cis women with natal female anatomy. This is in part due to my experience with treating this population group as well as the scientific research being focused on cis women.

I identify that there needs to be more pelvic health information and guidance for those who identify as trans men, trans masculine and non-binary. We need more research that looks at supporting those of all genders with their pelvic health. Though this book cannot help everyone, I have included some resources in the Helpful Resources section that I hope may be informative and supportive.








Introduction

Welcome to the Journey

Welcome, my dear, to a journey of learning and discovery about your body and your pelvic health. It’s probably either a part of your health that you haven’t spent much time thinking about, or one that you have been abruptly introduced to at some point in your life. Whatever your story has been up to this point, you are welcome here and I hope the time we have together will be empowering and leave you feeling stronger in lots of ways.

Before we start, there are two things I want you to know:


	You and your pelvic health are important, and worth investing time in.

	Life, recovery and pelvic health are not linear.



When we are busy, which, let’s face it, most of us are, it can be so hard to prioritise our health and wellbeing. However, I am absolutely certain that taking care of your pelvic health doesn’t need to take hours. It just needs understanding and awareness of how to weave it through your existing day-to-day life. That is what we are going to do as we work through these pages together and I hope you will finish with a full toolkit to continue working on your pelvic health. I want to be honest with you though, these things don’t always progress or go in the ways we always expect them to: a lovely linear, upwards trajectory. It can be much more of a rollercoaster – but it is so worth the ride. So, let’s buckle up and crack on with our journey together.

WHAT IS PELVIC HEALTH?

Pelvic health is a phrase that can leave lots of us thinking, ‘What does that mean?’ You’re not alone if you are a bit sceptical as to whether this is something you even need to think about. Our pelvic health is an important area of our overall wellbeing that we often take for granted – until something challenges it and we become acutely aware of how important it really is. So, let’s break down what it is and why this book is going to help us all as, like all other areas of our health, we navigate different seasons of our life.

Our pelvic health incorporates the function of our pelvic floor muscles, our pelvic organs (bladder, bowels and uterus), as well as our abdominal muscles, breathing muscles and the pelvis itself. However, it is important to acknowledge at this stage that we should never view any one part of our body in isolation, and therefore you will hear me talking about how our pelvic health interacts with other parts of our health as we go through the chapters. I always love to consider the World Health Organization’s definition of health, which is: ‘Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.’ This helps to remind us that health is not only important when symptoms pop up but actually at all times.

The trouble with our pelvic health is that we are often not fully introduced to it, or its importance, until we fall pregnant. Someone mentions ‘don’t forget to do your pelvic floor exercises’, maybe hands us a piece of paper and off we go to google ‘how do I do pelvic floor muscle exercises and where even are they?!’, or we just don’t think about them again until maybe we do a big sneeze and out comes a wee we were not expecting. The outrage I hear from women, when they start to experience these unpleasant and often embarrassing symptoms, about why they were not told about the importance of their pelvic floor muscles earlier, is very understandable. Our information and education need to be better, and need to happen earlier than pregnancy. The average age of a pregnant woman is 31, so a significant amount of life passes before we are even introducing women to their pelvic health and pelvic floor muscles, and even then we are not doing it that well. There has been a call to change this, with some recent guidelines1 stating: ‘young women, aged between 12 and 17, should be taught about pelvic floor anatomy and pelvic floor muscle exercises as part of school curriculums’ and that we should ‘encourage women of all ages to do pelvic floor muscle training’ as it helps to prevent symptoms. I hope we see this change in years to come, but what about the rest of us? My aim in this book is to help you understand your pelvic health in a new way, shine a light on areas you had no idea about, and think about pelvic health as something we can embrace for life, that can help to boost us forwards rather than drag us down like a ball and chain.

SO WHY HAVE I WRITTEN THIS BOOK FOR YOU?

A lot of the symptoms we may experience that relate to our pelvic health are still a bit ‘taboo’, making them very hard to open up about and share. I totally understand that, and there is no pressure from me to make you reveal all. All I want you to know is that if you are struggling, there is help; there are people out there like me, that talk about incontinence, sex and doing a poo like we talk about the weather, and you don’t have to suffer in silence or feel lonely in your experience. Symptoms like incontinence, pain during sex, struggles to open our bowels and living with ongoing pain can have a huge impact on our mental and emotional wellbeing as well. Therefore, when we care for your pelvic health, we are caring for so much more than the physical structures of your pelvis. I am all about helping women to connect the dots about their health and understand how different parts influence each other: that is the foundation of this book.

MY STORY

My passion for pelvic health is shaped by my professional journey through my physiotherapy career, as well as my own personal journey with my own pelvic health in more recent years. So where did this love of talking about pelvic floors, wee and poo begin?! Back in 2009 I left university as a 21-year-old, convinced I was off to work in London and, over time, would be physio to the English Rugby team – every girl’s dream, right? I did move back to London, which is my home, but at the time getting a physiotherapy job was as easy as winning the lottery. Competition was high, job vacancies were low, and it was a matter of taking what you could get. That is exactly what I did, and I was offered a junior position at Chelsea and Westminster Hospital. When you start out as a physiotherapist you need to gain experience in all areas of the profession, and so you rotate every few months into a new area. I took the job without any idea of what my first rotation would be, but guess what… that’s right, it was in pelvic health. My first response was ‘oh no’; I had not been taught anything about it during my university degree and can honestly say I knew nothing. Thankfully for me, and all the ladies I treated, I had the most amazing team around me who taught me everything I needed to know, and that was the beginning of my love story with pelvic health physiotherapy.

I got experience in lots of areas, including a year and a half in intensive care, during which time I took a month out to travel. I spent some time in the slums in Delhi where I again had the opportunity to work alongside women and educate them about their pelvic health. When I headed to India, I felt pretty disillusioned, for a variety of reasons, but I can honestly say my time there was a light-bulb moment. When I returned from my travels, I applied for a senior position in pelvic health, got the job, and let’s just say the rest is history. Ten years on, here I am and my passion for this area of physiotherapy only grows.

An important part of this story includes my own motherhood journey, which started with the arrival of my gorgeous daughter 6 years ago. I’m not going to lie; I was pretty scared of giving birth, having heard quite a number of horror stories throughout my career, and had a good list of worst-case scenarios in my head that I didn’t want to happen. On paper my daughter’s birth was uncomplicated and a scenario I know many would dream of: it was quick, I was in the birth centre, I was in water for a lot of my labour and I had no major tearing. I’ll be honest, I was on cloud 9 afterwards. However, I soon fell pretty quickly from that cloud when I started to notice symptoms of a prolapse, which was confirmed around 10 weeks postpartum. My world imploded. I was 28 years old, felt like I had aged 50 years and was living one of my worst postpartum nightmares. Fast-forward 6 years and I have been on quite a journey. I’ve been pregnant again, given birth to our wonderful son and got to a place where I live a life not dictated by prolapse symptoms or fear. However, it hasn’t been easy, and it has further fanned the fire in my belly to support all women with their pelvic health journey and is one of the reasons I am delighted to be writing these words. So, if you are holding this book, with your own journey that you are struggling with, I want to say this: all your emotions are valid, and it is OK to find it incredibly hard. I just hope the words that you read will provide some hope, comfort and clarity in the moments you need them most.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I have written this book to guide you through different life stages and help you to piece together your own pelvic health journey. I am so desperate for us to move away from only talking about pelvic health in the perinatal period, and to open up our understanding and awareness that our pelvic health journey started long before this time. To kick this off I want to introduce you to the pelvic floor continuum.

[image: Illustration described in text]

Most of us are introduced to the concept of pelvic floor exercises and our pelvic health around pregnancy, and are often aware of its importance postpartum. However, as the continuum shows, there are so many key life stages that can play a part and it is so vital for us to consider them all. Like other areas of our health, issues often don’t arise from one isolated event; it is the culmination of smaller contributors over years. For most of us this is true of our pelvic health. Though often pregnancy and birth are the main focus, for good reason, when we break it down there is often more to the story. Reviewing each stage also helps us support the next generation better, if we have a better understanding of this lifelong journey we all go on. Throughout the book we shall discuss each part of the continuum and think about how they all play their part.


Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may remember, involve me and I learn.

Benjamin Franklin



I love this quote and feel it defines what I want this book to be for you. I want you to be fully involved in this process and understand what it means for you by allowing you to reflect on your own experience throughout. You will find ‘Foundation Reflections’ pages from Chapter 3 onwards, giving you the opportunity to jot down any thoughts or key learning points.

[image: Text break]

The book is split into four parts:

Part I: Understanding Our Foundations

We will start by learning about our anatomy, because without this knowledge it is very difficult to piece the other parts together. I will teach you more about the importance of your pelvic floor muscles and pelvic organs, and their roles in our life.

Part II: Where Did Our Story Begin?

We will then move on to learning about childhood and what can influence our pelvic health during this time, before moving into the teenage years and beyond. We will also discuss a few key pelvic health conditions that all women should be aware of, because, after all, knowledge is power.

Part III: Bump, Birth and Beyond

Though pelvic health is not only influenced by the perinatal period, this time does impact it in a variety of ways. Therefore, we will have an extensive look at this time in our lives, as well as at some of the symptoms we may face and – most importantly – what we can do to help.

Part IV: Moving Through Life – Perimenopause and Beyond

Finally, we will consider perimenopause and the transition through menopause, and what we can do to care for and protect our pelvic health – as well as empowering you with the knowledge you need in how to be active and exercise during this time.

[image: Text break]

This book is packed with the information I wish all women were given for all life stages, and I hope that you will find each section helpful in its own way and enjoy the chance to reflect along the way. Though I have designed Strong Foundations to flow through the life phases, I appreciate there may be some topics you are keen to read about straight away if you are struggling, so do dip in and out as you need. This is for you, on your journey, and my main hope is that you end this book with a new passion, understanding and desire to care for your pelvic health. Thank you for joining me; let’s get this fascinating and exciting journey started.








PART I

Understanding Our Foundations










CHAPTER 1

Dear Body




Let’s learn about:


	Understanding your body and how it functions better

	The pelvic health squad and how they function

	The wonder that is the bowels

	The gut microbiota

	Your amazing pelvic floor muscles

	Intra-abdominal pressure: what it is and why it is important






For most of us, we have been living in our bodies for a little while now, and some of us might feel very in tune and connected to them; others may feel so far away from that feeling. Often as young children we are very intuitive and in touch with our physical bodies, we don’t have to hold anything back. When something hurts, we cry; when we are hungry, we eat or ask for snacks; when we have energy, we run around; when we need a poo, we do it in a nappy; when we have wind, we pass it. The list goes on, and yet over time things change, and not always for the worse that’s for sure – everyone in a lift is thankful when we have learnt to control our wind. But sometimes I think barriers and blind spots appear. Most of the time this is through no fault of our own, but maybe through lack of education, embarrassment, shame, or societal norms that tell us to behave a certain way. Again, the list goes on.

Our relationship with, and how we view our bodies also changes over the years and as you read (or listen to) this I am sure you will reflect on your own journey. We all come from different places, some of us will feel we have a very positive and loving relationship with our body, but for others it may be an ongoing struggle. You just come as you are and I hope that as we go through this book together, you will learn new things about your body that will show you just how amazing it is.

As we start to explore our pelvic health, what is fundamental is that you understand the key team players – what they do and how they work – to try and bring some sense to everything that is ahead. Before we start meeting ‘the team’, however, I wanted to begin with a little letter that I hope we can all relate to and take ownership of:


Dear Body,

We’ve known each other for a while, thanks for keeping me going, breathing and moving throughout the years. Sorry at times I probably haven’t looked after you as maybe you would have liked, but to be honest I am doing my best. There are so many things about you that I don’t know about, I guess we are always learning, eh? I am determined to understand you better and give you the respect you are due.

Thanks for your ongoing service, you truly are amazing.

Love, Me x



Let’s meet the pelvic health squad that have done us all some good service up until this point, cracking on with some pretty essential duties while we go about our everyday life.


	Your bladder – The ultimate balloon

	Your bowels – Your inbuilt sausage machine

	Your pelvic floor – The best hammock ever

	Your vulva – The external wonder

	Your vagina, uterus and ovaries – The internal wonders



[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 1: Pelvic region


YOUR BLADDER – THE ULTIMATE BALLOON

In order to understand our bladder, we really need to think about the whole urinary system first. This is broken down into the upper urinary tract, your kidneys and ureters, and your lower urinary tract, your bladder and urethra. The two parts of the urinary system are like a mini relay team. The kidneys and ureters start the process, by producing urine, and pass the baton, or urine, on to the bladder and urethra to store, and get rid of and finish the race when the time is right. So, what else do we need to know about this mini team in our pelvic health squad?

[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 2: Upper and lower urinary tracts


Your kidneys are the ultimate filters. They filter our blood, getting rid of what we don’t need, including waste products and excess fluid in the form of urine, and keeping what we do need. They work hard, filtering on average around 200 litres of fluid in 24 hours, producing urine that travels down two tubes, the ureters, to the bladder. Here the urine stays, we hope, until we are able to find a toilet and do a wee.

Your bladder is an amazing little thing, a muscular organ that can stretch, like a balloon, to hold urine, and then contract to release it multiple times a day, as we go about our life. The bladder wall is made up of a number of layers, including a muscular layer, called the detrusor, which allows us to hold urine, as well as communicating with our brain when we need to go and then completing the task. We mustn’t forget two little rings of muscle, called the urethral sphincters, and the vital role they play in the relay race. The external and internal urethral sphincters are hugely responsible for keeping us continent.

How do we know when we need a wee?

As urine enters the bladder it causes the walls to stretch. This stretch sends messages to the brain, via nerves, to let it know there is urine present, giving it the heads up that at some point you will need to find a toilet. This initial awareness of urine being present happens before our bladder is totally full, allowing us the time we need to find a toilet, make it home, or finish a meeting. Once we are in the toilet, sitting down and happy, the brain then sends messages back to the bladder that cause the detrusor muscle to contract, squeezing the bladder, and the urethral sphincter to relax, allowing us to wee.

If we have a happy bladder then usually we will pass urine six to eight times a day and generally not overnight. We should get a mild urge to go, which gradually increases until we decide we must go to the toilet. We should be able to hold it until we get there, and then pass around 350–500ml each time. There are a number of reasons why throughout life our bladder may get out of this routine, which we will explore as we go through the chapters. It can be helpful to track your pattern for a few days and how many times you go to get in touch with ‘your normal’.

YOUR BOWELS – YOUR INBUILT SAUSAGE MACHINE

Let’s face it, talking about bowels doesn’t come naturally to most of us, and I totally understand that, but I want to help you realise how amazing and essential this part of our anatomy is, and hope that by the end of this book you are slightly more comfortable to talk about poo than you were at the beginning. I often say to women in clinic, this isn’t glam but it is necessary. Our bowels play a key role in our pelvic health squad, and often when treating pelvic health symptoms we start with looking at the bowels because of the huge influence they have. You may have urinary symptoms but, as your bladder and bowels sit so closely together, if you are struggling with constipation or fully emptying your bowels this can put a lot of pressure on your little bladder and contribute to symptoms. I imagine this a bit like the dead arm you can get when your toddler falls asleep on you, the bladder being your arm and the bowels being your toddler!

[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 3: The bowels


Let’s start with what we mean when we are talking about our bowels. Is producing poo all they do?

Our bowels are made up of two main parts, the small bowel and the large bowel. Together they are around 7 metres long, which, I think you will agree, is pretty impressive in itself. The bowels are part of our digestive system, helping to break down the food we eat, absorbing fluid and nutrients into the blood, and processing and getting rid of anything we don’t need from the body.

How does this happen?

Food from the stomach moves into the small bowel, where the majority of the nutrients from the food are absorbed as they cross the gut barrier and enter the blood stream. From here food gets pushed along by muscular contractions in the bowel wall, called peristalsis. These are muscles that are not in our conscious control, called smooth muscle, and it happens throughout the day and night without us knowing. Once the food has passed through the small bowel, it enters the large bowel where there is further absorption of water and nutrients, as well as production of vitamins. The large bowel is home to an incredible community of microbes, your gut microbiota, which is absolutely fascinating and so important for us to know more about. I am delighted that Kristy Coleman, my friend and an Association for Nutrition nutritionist, has shared her gut wisdom with us:

The gut microbiota is an ecosystem of different microbes, including bacteria, yeasts and other microbes. They work together to support our health and wellbeing, both physical and mental, and influence everything from our immune system to hormones. The microbes that live in your gut work on breaking down excess hormones into a form that can be removed by your body. Some of these microbes produce vitamins, such as vitamins K and B, and other beneficial compounds, such as short-chain fatty acids (anti-inflammatories) as a result of you feeding them fibre.

Your gut and your brain are intrinsically linked, with each influencing the other. They communicate back and forth all day. This is called the gut–brain axis. The gut and our mental health have also been shown to be linked. The more diverse the microbes in the gut are, the lower the risk of depression and anxiety (in some people).

HOW CAN YOU SUPPORT YOUR GUT MICROBES?

The gut microbiota is sensitive and can change for better or worse within a matter of days. To support it:

Reduce stress

Reduce caffeine and alcohol intake

Reduce consumption of ultra processed foods

Eat more plants. Expand your thoughts around plants to mean more than vegetables and fruit: they also include wholegrains, nuts, seeds, legumes, herbs and spices.

Whatever is left in the bowel after these processes of absorption and production have occurred makes up our poo, which is stored at the end of the large bowel, in the rectum, until we are ready to pass it out of the body through the anus.

How does the poo actually get out though?

This is probably not something you have ever spent much time thinking about, but it is an important process to understand as our pelvic floor muscles play a significant role. The rectum stretches as our poo enters and fills it, which sends a message to our brain to make us aware that there is poo present. Amazingly, the rectum can communicate with our brain as to whether it is wind or poo present so we can make a decision whether we need to head to the toilet or find a private place to pass some wind. Our clever anus, made up of two sphincter muscles called the internal and external sphincters, holds the poo or wind in the rectum until we are ready. We have conscious control of the external sphincter, which means we can contract it to ensure we get to the toilet in time or so we don’t pass wind when we don’t want to. Once we are in the bathroom and sat relaxed on the toilet, hopefully alone (for any mothers reading, I know this can be considered something of a luxury), the brain sends messages to the anal sphincters and pelvic floor muscles to relax, and out comes the poo.

[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 4: The anal sphincters


There is one key muscle of the pelvic floor that I want to introduce you to, before meeting its other friends a little later, and this is puborectalis. As shown in Figure 5 on the following page, this muscle wraps around the large bowel, kinking the end, which helps to keep us continent as we go about our everyday life. However, in order for us to do a very happy poo we need puborectalis to relax, which allows the bowel to straighten and our poo to pass out down a straightish slide, rather than round a tight corner. To help this occur there are a few things we can do. First, ensure you feel comfortable and able to relax your body on the toilet, and take some deep breaths. Secondly, you may benefit from using a stool or step to raise your feet up off the floor, which brings your knees above the levels of your hips, recreating a squat position. To understand why this might be helpful, we need to take a little trip down memory lane.

[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 5: Puborectalis muscle


Before modern toilets were invented or widely used, humans would usually squat down low to do a poo, whether it was in the wild or using a chamber pot. In some parts of the world squat toilets are still used daily, however, more widely the modern toilet that we all use is the norm. And, I am sure you will agree, we are definitely not squatting on them. During a squat there is natural lengthening of the pelvic floor muscles and puborectalis, which, as mentioned previously, makes it easy for the poo to pass out without us needing to strain excessively. Straining to do a poo has a detrimental influence on our pelvic floor, so we want to make sure we help ourselves as much as possible.

[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 6: Toilet position when doing a poo


For those of you with children you may have noticed, once they were walking but still wearing nappies, they would squat to poo. You could tell when they were doing a poo when you found them having a private moment and a squat. This is because it is an intuitive movement for us as humans, and yet as we grow up and start to use toilets this can all change. We will explore this more in Chapter 3.

Everyone is different, but most people will do a poo between three times a week and three times a day. The key is knowing your body and your rhythm so you can detect if there are any changes or problems. We also want to keep an eye on what a poo looks like… we are getting to the real glam stuff now! Figure 7 shows what’s called the Bristol Stool chart: that’s right, there is a whole chart about poo and the seven types we might make, from hard pellets to water. Type 4 is the goal, the perfect poo if you will, so next time you pop to the toilet, have a quick check and see where you feel you might sit on the chart. Don’t worry if you are not always a type 4, but it can be helpful to know, especially if you are struggling with your bowels or experiencing constipation.

[image: Illustration described in caption]
Fig. 7: Bristol stool chart


What else can we do to help our bowels?

Our bowels love fluid, fibre and movement, as well as for us to listen to them. By this I mean, going for a poo when we get the urge and not putting it off and holding on to the poo for a while longer. Now, don’t get me wrong, we are not always near a toilet when the ‘call to stool’ comes, but equally it can








	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	






YOUR PELVIC FLOOR – THE BEST HAMMOCK EVER


The pelvis
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The pelvic floor
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	Sphincteric: keeping us continent of urine, faeces and wind.

	Support: contributing to the support of our pelvic organs (remember the floor of the handbag holding our precious possessions, or the foundations of a house providing support to the structures above).

	Stability: working with other muscles of ‘the inner core’, which we will meet soon, to support our spine.

	Sexual: contributing to sexual pleasure.

	Sump pump: helping to pump blood and lymph around the pelvic region and back towards the heart.




The diaphragm
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Transversus abdominis


Multifidus
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How do they work together?




WHAT IS INTRA-ABDOMINAL PRESSURE (IAP) AND WHY DO WE NEED TO TALK ABOUT IT?




YOUR VULVA – THE EXTERNAL WONDER


[image: Illustration described in caption]


Your clitoris
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YOUR VAGINA, UTERUS AND OVARIES – THE INTERNAL WONDERS
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