
		
			[image: Cover for Strong as a Mother: Your Complete Pregnancy-to-Postpartum Health Program, Author, Shannon Rowbury and Jessica Dorrington]
		

	
		
			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				[image: Book Title, Strong as a Mother: Your Complete Pregnancy-to-Postpartum Health Program, Author, Shannon Rowbury and Jessica Dorrington, Imprint, Sasquatch Books]
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

			
				
			

		

	
		
			
				
			

			Contents

			[image: ]

			
				Dedication

				Introduction: Your Journey to Strength

			

			
				Part I: Foundations of Prenatal Fitness

				
					Chapter 1: Why Traditional Pregnancy Advice Is Holding You Back

					Chapter 2: Understanding Your Core and Pelvic Floor

					Chapter 3: Taking Charge of Your Pelvic Health

					Chapter 4: Essential Exercise Guidelines

				

			

			
				Part II: The First Trimester

				
					Chapter 5: A Time of Rapid Change

					Chapter 6: Your Prenatal Fitness Tool Kit

					Chapter 7: Your First-Trimester Exercise Program

				

			

			
				Part III: The Second Trimester

				
					Chapter 8: Finding Your Stride

					Chapter 9: Your Second-Trimester Exercise Program

				

			

			
				Part IV: The Third Trimester

				
					Chapter 10: Preparing for Birth and Beyond

					Chapter 11: Your Third-Trimester Exercise Program

				

			

			
				Part V: Birth Preparation and Empowerment

				
					Chapter 12: Understanding Labor and Delivery

					Chapter 13: Your Birth Preference Plan

					Chapter 14: Essential Birthing Techniques

					Chapter 15: Position and Movement During Birth

				

			

			
				Part VI: The Fourth Trimester and Beyond

				
					Chapter 16: Understanding Your Postpartum Body

					Chapter 17: Integrating Recovery with Daily Baby Care

					Chapter 18: Your Pelvic Floor Rehabilitation

					Chapter 19: Your Twelve-Week Core and Strength Training Program

					Chapter 20: Your Cardio Comeback

					Chapter 21: Your Lifelong Wellness Journey

				

			

			
				Conclusion: Strong as a Mother

				Exercise Reference Guide

				Acknowledgments

				References

				Index

			

		

	
		
			
				
			

			For all the strong moms and their strong girls

		

	
		
			
				
			

			Introduction Your Journey to Strength

			[image: ]

			You are Strong as a Mother

			Welcome to your journey of strength and discovery through pregnancy and beyond. This book is designed to be your companion and to support your needs as you navigate this transformative period.

			The Four-Trimester Approach

			Our journey together spans the traditional three trimesters of pregnancy plus the crucial “fourth trimester”—the first three months of your postpartum period. This comprehensive approach ensures that you’re supported from conception through your recovery and return to movement, whatever that looks like for you.

			Every pregnancy journey is unique, as is every person’s relationship with physical activity. Our exercise program is designed to meet you where you are, supporting your changing body through each stage of pregnancy. Think of each trimester as a distinct phase of your journey, each with its own goals and opportunities for growth.

			First Trimester: Building Your Foundation

			During these early weeks, we focus on establishing good movement patterns and breathing techniques to help you build the foundational strength you’ll need throughout your pregnancy. Energy levels often fluctuate, so we’ve designed these initial exercises to be manageable yet effective whether you’re continuing an existing fitness routine or starting fresh.

			Second Trimester: Growing Stronger

			Many women find renewed energy during this phase. Whether you’re experienced with exercise or new to regular movement, we’ll help you make the most of this typically energetic phase while maintaining safety. You’ll build on your established foundation and progress to more dynamic movements as you adapt to your changing center of gravity.

			Third Trimester: Preparing for Birth

			As your belly grows, your movement patterns change, and birth preparation becomes essential. We’ll help you modify your movements to maintain strength and stability. In Chapter 13’s birth preference plan, you’ll find advice on birthing positions, partner roles, birth center prep, and much more.

			Fourth Trimester: Recovering and Prospering

			This postpartum period requires a thoughtful approach to movement and recovery. We’ll guide you through the early postpartum days all the way back to your favorite activities with detailed exercise plans and return-to-fitness checklists, all while respecting your body’s healing process.

			Special Features Throughout the Book

			Wellness Focus Boxes

			Look for these highlighted sections to find key concepts, practical applications, complementary support, and quick reference points that you can easily return to throughout your pregnancy journey.

			From the Pro

			Throughout the book, you’ll find personal insights that bring our guidance to life. While Shannon shares stories from her Olympic career and her transition to motherhood, Jessica offers clinical expertise and observations from years of working with pregnant and postpartum clients. You’ll also find testimonials from other Olympic athletes sharing their experiences navigating sport alongside pregnancy and postpartum life. These real-world perspectives provide practical strategies to help you overcome common challenges and adapt to your changing needs.

			Safety First

			Your safety is our top priority, which is why each chapter contains comprehensive safety information. We outline what to watch for during exercise, including specific warning signs that indicate when to modify your activity or contact your healthcare provider. You’ll find detailed guidelines to help you adapt your movements as needed, ensuring you can stay active while respecting your limits. We’ve designed these safety elements to help you exercise confidently and make informed decisions about your well-being.

			Making the Most of Your Journey

			Tracking Your Progress

			We encourage you to keep a pregnancy journal as you move through this experience. Think of it as a conversation with yourself about your changing body and evolving needs. Take time to note how you’re feeling each day, including your energy levels and how different movements affect you. Write down any questions that arise for your healthcare providers—no detail is too small. By documenting both your physical achievements and emotional responses throughout this journey, you’ll create an invaluable record to track your progress and reflect on your incredible strength and adaptability during pregnancy. Plus, your journal can be a great resource to refer to during future pregnancies.

			Exercise Programs

			Each trimester includes multiple variations of exercises, for all ability levels, timed intentionally to support your body throughout pregnancy. These exercises will also play an important role during your postpartum recovery, so getting familiar with them now will save you steps down the road.

			We encourage you to approach your fitness journey with patience and mindfulness, even if you’re already physically active. Start with the fundamentals and take your time to master proper form before progressing to more challenging movements. Each repetition reinforces movement patterns, so focusing on good form and technique early on will pay off in the later weeks.

			Remember, your body will communicate with you differently each day during pregnancy—honor these signals and adjust your workout intensity as needed. Rest days are essential strategic pauses that allow your body to recover and grow stronger.

			Meet Your Guides: Shannon Rowbury & Jessica Dorrington

			We wrote this book to give women confidence in how they approach physical health during pregnancy and postpartum. One of the first questions many pregnant women have is, “How can I stay healthy and active while nurturing this new life inside me?” Coming from different professional backgrounds, we each approached this question from a unique angle. Despite this, we arrived at the same conclusion: Pregnant bodies are capable of more than traditional advice suggests.

			Shannon Rowbury: Bridging Olympic Excellence and Motherhood

			For over a decade, I’ve pushed the boundaries of what’s possible on the track. As a three-time Olympian, Olympic medalist, and world record holder, I’ve experienced the pinnacle of athletic achievement. However, it wasn’t until I became pregnant with my daughter Sienna in 2017 that I faced my most challenging and rewarding “event” yet.

			When I first learned that I was pregnant, I was terrified. Over a decade as a professional athlete, I’d witnessed other athlete moms lose their health insurance, deal with contract reductions, and end their athletic careers due to the lack of financial support. The professional running world hadn’t made space for athlete moms who wanted to continue competing after growing their families. Fortunately, my coach, Pete Julian, and my strength coach, Dave McHenry, were incredibly supportive throughout my pregnancy journey. I waited until twenty weeks to share the news publicly, but Pete and Dave were among the first to know, and through them I met Jessica Dorrington.

			With Jessica’s help, I chose a balanced approach to staying active during pregnancy. After a decade of intense training, I understood the toll it had taken on my body and didn’t want to add to that while growing a baby. My primary goal became a healthy pregnancy.

			The hardest part was stepping back and letting my body’s pregnancy autopilot take over. As a competitor, I was used to honing my body into peak fitness—workout after workout, week after week—developing such control that I could hit race pace within five steps of an interval. During pregnancy, however, my body’s greatest accomplishment—creating a new life—required me to relinquish control. I’ll never forget how Sienna would kick and punch whenever my pants were too tight; she kicked with such fervor that it eventually created a hole in my amniotic sac! All I could do was buy bigger pants.

			After Sienna’s birth, I faced some initial postpartum setbacks. But in the end I didn’t just return to competition—I thrived. I qualified for the US Olympic Trials, ran the Olympic standard, and set the US Masters record for the 5K. My pregnancy journey taught me that motherhood and athletic excellence aren’t mutually exclusive. They can, in fact, beautifully complement each other.

			Jessica Dorrington: Combining Clinical Expertise with Real Experience

			As a board-certified orthopedic and sports physical therapist specializing in pelvic health since 2002, I’ve had the privilege of guiding countless women through the physical transformations of pregnancy and postpartum recovery. My practice is about more than just treatment—it’s about empowering women to embrace their changing bodies and maintain active, healthy lifestyles.

			I take a holistic approach and consider the intricate interplay between core strength, pelvic floor health, and overall physical well-being. I’ve worked with women—from first-time moms to elite athletes—helping them navigate the challenges of prenatal and postpartum fitness.

			My expertise extends beyond the clinic. As a mom of two boys and an avid marathoner, I’ve experienced the same journey that I help others navigate. This blend of professional knowledge and personal experience enables me to offer practical, compassionate advice that goes beyond textbook recommendations.

			Why We Joined Forces

			Together, we bring a powerful combination of athletic experience, clinical expertise, and personal insight to your pregnancy fitness journey. Strong as a Mother was born from our shared belief that pregnant women deserve better guidance—guidance rooted in current research and real-world experience. Whether you’re a seasoned athlete or new to fitness, whether this is your first pregnancy or your third, we will meet you where you are.

			We believe that every mother deserves to feel strong, confident, and empowered in their pregnancy journey. This book is more than just a guide—it’s an invitation to join a community of strong, active mothers. We’re here to help you understand what’s happening to your body, equip you with knowledge, and guide you through safe, effective ways to stay fit and healthy during pregnancy and beyond.

			Beyond Exercise

			This book takes a holistic approach to pregnancy wellness, recognizing that true strength comes from nurturing your whole self during this transformative time.

			PHYSICAL WELL-BEING: We’ll guide you through understanding your changing body with scientific insight, covering your body’s evolving nutritional needs throughout each trimester, hydration strategies that support both you and your baby, and practical approaches to energy management and recovery that honor your body’s demands while maintaining vitality.

			MENTAL AND EMOTIONAL SUPPORT: Your mental and emotional wellness will receive equal attention through evidence-based stress management techniques, meaningful self-reflection activities, and mindfulness practices that create calm amid the excitement and uncertainty of pregnancy. You’ll optimize sleep and prepare mentally for birth with confidence-building strategies that are rooted in athletic performance and maternal health expertise.

			Community and Support

			Having the right support during pregnancy and postpartum can make all the difference, starting with your healthcare team. We encourage you to share this book with your healthcare providers and use it as a tool to guide your conversations about staying active during pregnancy.

			Beyond your medical team, building a support network can provide comfort and encouragement throughout your journey. Try connecting with other expecting parents through local groups or by joining our online community. Family and friends might also be able to offer emotional support and practical help. Thoughtfully choosing your birth team and finding healthcare providers who align with your preferences and goals can help you feel more confident and prepared. And as you move into the postpartum phase, having a plan for support during those first weeks with your newborn will be invaluable, so plan ahead.

			A Personal Journey

			Pregnancy is a deeply personal experience. Listen to your body’s wisdom as it guides you in making choices that feel right for you. Focus on celebrating each small victory along the way rather than striving for perfection. Our goal is to help you build a strong foundation that will serve you throughout your pregnancy, into motherhood, and beyond. You possess more strength than you might realize, and we hope this book can help you feel strong as a mother.

			
				[image: ]

			

			
				
			

		

	
		
			
				
			

			
				Part I

				Foundations of Prenatal Fitness

			
		

	
		
			
				
			

			
				Chapter 1

				Why Traditional Pregnancy Advice Is Holding You Back
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			Not so long ago, the words “pregnancy” and “athletics” were rarely uttered in the same breath. If you were to rewind to just a few decades ago, you’d find a medical landscape where pregnant women were routinely advised to drastically limit physical activity. The prevailing wisdom prioritized caution above all else, even if it meant months of inactivity.

			The Problem with Playing It Safe

			Previous guidelines set by the American College of Obstetrics and Gynecology (ACOG) imposed strict parameters:

			
					
					Limitations on heart rate during exercise

				

					
					Restrictions on starting new activities for previously inactive mothers

				

					
					Prohibitions on movements deemed too risky

				

			

			While these guidelines were well-intentioned, their overly cautious nature left many women feeling uncertain and even fearful about staying active during pregnancy. Fortunately, the medical community has begun to recognize the tremendous benefits of exercise during pregnancy for both parent and baby. ACOG reviews its physical activity guidelines for pregnancy annually and continues to update its protocols. The organization now recommends that pregnant women engage in at least 150 minutes of moderate-intensity aerobic activity per week—it’s worth checking for updates each year. While pre-, peri-, and postpartum fitness remain relatively new fields in medicine, there have been noteworthy advancements in recent years.

			The Current Research

			Research shows that women who exercise during pregnancy experience remarkable benefits to their physical fitness. Compared to those who don’t exercise, women who exercise during pregnancy:

			
					
					Retain three times less weight

				

					
					Retain two times less fat

				

					
					Experience significant improvement in abdominal tone

				

					
					Return to prepregnancy activity levels twice as often

				

			

			But exercise during pregnancy isn’t just about staying fit—it sets the stage for a healthier pregnancy, easier recovery, and a strong start to motherhood. Research consistently shows the health benefits that staying active during pregnancy provides for both mothers and their babies.

			For mothers, exercise:

			
					
					Reduces the risk of gestational diabetes by 24 to 38 percent

				

					
					Enhances their ability to handle the physical demands of labor

				

					
					Lowers the likelihood of needing a cesarean delivery

				

					
					Improves psychological well-being and reduces the risk of depression during pregnancy and postpartum

				

					
					Promotes better postpartum recovery outcomes

				

					
					Eliminates or improves low back pain

				

					
					Improves muscular tone and posture

				

			

			For babies, it:

			
					
					Improves placental growth, volume, and function

				

					
					Helps regulate the baby’s weight

				

					
					Improves muscle tone

				

					
					Increases the likelihood of a vaginal delivery for beneficial bacterial exposure

				

					
					Promotes a potentially shorter labor

				

					
					Improves the baby’s position for birth

				

			

			Unfortunately, many women are still advised to limit or avoid exercise due to outdated information or fear. It’s time to challenge this narrative.

			Breaking Free from Common Myths

			In this book, we’ll challenge longstanding myths surrounding pregnancy, birth, and postpartum recovery. Some of these misconceptions have persisted for generations, affecting how women approach pregnancy and, in turn, what they think their bodies are capable of. Here’s a glimpse at some of the beliefs we’ll examine:

			MYTH: You’ll get all the guidance you need by listening to your body

			Pregnancy changes everything, including the way your body communicates. But what does it really mean to listen to your body when pregnancy alters your usual feedback systems? We’ll explore this complex relationship and provide clear guidance.

			MYTH: Incontinence is just part of motherhood

			“Get used to leaking—it’s just what happens after having babies.” How many times have you heard this? While incontinence is incredibly common, should we really accept it as inevitable? We’ll take a deep dive into what’s happening with your pelvic floor and what you can do about it.

			MYTH: There’s a right way to give birth

			The pressure to have a certain type of birth experience can be overwhelming. But what if the debate between unmedicated and medicated birth is missing the mark? We’ll help you understand the full range of birth choices available to you.

			MYTH: You should return to exercise postpartum when you feel ready

			This vague advice leaves many women wondering what “ready” actually feels like. How do you know if you’re doing too much or too little? We’ll provide the framework you’ve been missing.

			MYTH: You need to get your body back

			The pressure to bounce back after pregnancy is everywhere. But what if the whole concept is flawed? We’ll introduce a different way of thinking about your postpartum body.

			MYTH: Core work should wait until you’re postpartum

			“Don’t work your core during pregnancy.”

			“Avoid all ab work.”

			Sound familiar? The truth about core training during pregnancy might surprise you.

			MYTH: Strengthening your pelvic floor will make you susceptible to needing to have a cesarean delivery

			Pelvic floor changes facilitate vaginal delivery, and the pelvic floor faces high demands during pregnancy. We’ll explore how to keep your pelvic floor strong and flexible for birth.

			MYTH: Pregnancy limits athletic potential

			Can you maintain your strength during pregnancy? Should you? The latest research challenges traditional thinking and reveals some unexpected insights about exercise during pregnancy.

			Myths like these have influenced pregnancy and postpartum guidance for decades, but new research and evolving understanding are revolutionizing how we view pregnancy fitness. Throughout this book, we’ll examine these beliefs in detail and provide you with evidence-based information to help you make your own informed decisions.

			A New Understanding of Pregnancy Wellness

			This book isn’t just another pregnancy guide—it’s a paradigm shift. While many resources focus on your baby’s development, we’ll help you understand the changes happening in your body. This includes learning safe exercise parameters, maintaining core strength, and preventing common issues such as leakage.

			Here’s what makes our approach different:

			
					
					Tailored Guidance: We recognize that every pregnancy is unique, and our advice adapts to your changing needs throughout each trimester. (However, keep in mind that it’s not meant to replace your physician’s guidance.)

				

					
					Empowerment Through Knowledge: By understanding the reasons behind our recommendations, you’ll feel confident in your choices.

				

					
					Focus on Strength: We’ll show you how to build and maintain strength safely during your pregnancy instead of viewing it as a time of limitation.

				

					
					Preparation for Motherhood: Our approach extends beyond pregnancy to set you up for a stronger postpartum recovery.

				

					
					Expert Perspectives: You’ll benefit from the combined insights of an Olympic athlete and a physical therapist certified in both orthopedics and pelvic health—a unique blend you won’t find elsewhere.

				

			

			Redefining Pregnancy Fitness

			It’s time to rethink pregnancy fitness. Gone are the days of vague warnings or unnecessary restrictions. You and your pregnancy journey deserve better than one-size-fits-all advice or outdated limitations. With accurate information and proper guidance, you can embrace an active pregnancy that prepares you for the demands of childbirth and lays the foundation for a confident transition into motherhood.

			In the chapters ahead, we’ll guide you through each trimester with clear, evidence-based recommendations tailored to your changing body. You’ll learn how to work with your body’s natural wisdom and build the strength you need for childbirth and beyond. Whether you’re an experienced athlete or just beginning your fitness journey, this book will provide the framework to help you thrive during pregnancy.

			Remember that your pregnant body isn’t fragile—it’s powerful and capable of remarkable adaptations. By understanding these changes and learning how to support them, you can approach your pregnancy with confidence instead of caution. Let’s empower you with the right knowledge and tools and discover what your body can do.

		

	
		
			
				
			

			
				Chapter 2

				Understanding Your Core and Pelvic Floor
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			Before diving into specific exercises or training techniques, it’s important to understand the remarkable system at the center of your pregnancy journey: your core. More than just abs, your core is an intricate network of muscles that will adapt to accommodate your baby’s growth during pregnancy.

			Your Core: More than Just Abs

			Your core is a complex, cylindrical system of muscles that work together to support your body’s movement— allowing you to rotate, bend, and extend. It consists of two main parts: the global core and the deep stabilizing core. Let’s take a closer look at the function and importance of each.

			Global Core Muscles: Your Body’s Outer Support

			These are the muscles you can see and feel working:

			
					
					
						The rectus abdominis (your six-pack) helps with bending your torso toward your hips or bringing your hips toward your torso. During pregnancy the distance between your rectus abdominus muscles widens to make room for your growing baby. A strong rectus abdominis may help maintain control of this widening. Postpartum, they may play a key role in bringing their distance back together.

						

					
					
						The obliques (side abs) assist with rotation and bending to the side. They work with the deep lateral core to provide stability.

						

					
					
						The erector spinae (back muscles) help arch your torso backward.

						

					
					The hip muscles connected to the pelvis help move the hips in all directions and create stability during single-leg movements.
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			Deep Stabilizing Core Muscles: Your Internal Support System

			Your deep core muscles work behind the scenes to stabilize your entire body:

			
					
					
						The diaphragm sits at the top of your core cylinder and is the primary breathing muscle. It can elevate almost two inches during your final trimester and coordinates with your pelvic floor.

						

					
					
						The transverse abdominis acts as your body’s natural corset or back brace, wrapping around your torso horizontally. It provides deep stability, helps maintain internal pressure, and lengthens as your abdomen creates space for the baby.

						

					
					
						The multifidi are small but powerful spinal muscles that control individual vertebrae (the bones that make up your spine).

						

					
					
						The pelvic floor supports your spine and forms the base of your core cylinder. It holds up your pelvic organs (bladder, uterus, rectum), is crucial for continence and stability, contributes to sexual function and pleasure, and may aid in lymphatic drainage of the pelvis. It undergoes substantial lengthening and stretching during pregnancy and vaginal delivery.

						

					
					
						Although the rectus abdominis is considered a global core muscle, it also plays a role in the greater core system during pregnancy. When the fascia (connective tissue) between your six-pack abs isn’t as effective, the rectus abdominis supports the deep and lateral core muscles. It may help reduce abdominal widening (interrecti distance) and assists in labor contractions, potentially shortening the second stage of labor.

						

			

			The Connected Core

			Your core works as an integrated unit, with each part affecting the others. These connections become especially important during pregnancy and help explain some common experiences: why low back pain often accompanies bladder issues, how abdominal changes can impact pelvic floor function, and why hip pain might indicate pelvic floor challenges. Even your breathing patterns influence core stability, which explains why up to 66 percent of women with diastasis recti experience at least one pelvic floor symptom.

			Treating one area alone often isn’t enough, and addressing your core holistically often yields better results. Different muscle groups, as well as hormones, ligaments, lifestyle choices, rest, and mental health, all interact and contribute to your overall health, so perfecting one muscle group will not solve all your problems. And remember, while strengthening your core muscles is essential, balance is still key: it is equally vital to ensure that your core can also lengthen and move freely.

			The Pelvic Floor: Your Body’s Unsung Hero

			At the base of your core’s muscular cylinder lie the pelvic floor muscles. These muscles are more than just a simple foundation; they’re an essential part of your core, and they play various important roles in your body’s function and well-being.

			Your pelvic floor muscles are true multitaskers. They support your spine and work in harmony with other core muscles to stabilize your entire body as you move. Think of them as a hammock, cradling and supporting your pelvic organs—your bladder, uterus, and rectum. This muscular support, along with the ligaments and fascia, is critical in preventing these organs from prolapsing or descending into the pelvic opening.

			But that’s not all. Your pelvic floor muscles also guard your continence by supporting the sphincters of your urethra (the tube that carries urine from your bladder) and anus. They work tirelessly to prevent unwanted urine or stool leakage, and they’re so efficient that you might not even be aware of their constant work!

			The influence of your pelvic floor muscles extends to more intimate areas as well, as they play a significant role in the sexual health of people of all genders. These muscles contribute to pleasure and function and are instrumental in achieving orgasm and maintaining erections.

			Interestingly, your pelvic floor may even play a part in your body’s waste management system, supporting the lymphatic drainage of the pelvic region. Although this function is less understood, it highlights the far-reaching impact of these small but mighty muscles.

			A balance of length and strength in the pelvic floor is essential for optimal pelvic health. While strength is vital for many things, problems can arise if the pelvic floor muscles cannot relax and lengthen properly. For instance, occasional urinary leakage can occur when the muscles are too tight, not when they’re too weak. An overly tight muscle around the urethra may lack the necessary flexibility to contract effectively, which can impact your ability to stay continent. Signs of an overly tight pelvic floor include constipation, difficulty emptying the bladder, and pain during tampon insertion, vaginal intercourse, or speculum exams.

			Your pelvic floor muscles function both automatically and through conscious control. If you aren’t experiencing leakage, then your muscles are activating to keep your sphincters closed each time you cough, sneeze, laugh, or move. If you need additional support, you can consciously activate your pelvic floor muscles, just as you would with other muscles in your body.

			In the first trimester section, we’ll dive even deeper into the pelvic floor muscles. You’ll learn techniques and exercises for both contracting to strengthen and relaxing to lengthen them effectively. This knowledge and practice will set you on the path to a healthy, happy pregnancy and beyond.

			Understanding Your Changing Core During Pregnancy

			Pregnancy and childbirth can have long-term impacts on your core and pelvic floor health, regardless of whether you have a cesarean or vaginal delivery. When your body becomes a home for a baby, hormonal changes affect your muscles, ligaments, and connective tissues in profound ways. Research shows that after pregnancy 50 percent of women will experience changes in the tissues that support their organs and that having a second child increases the risk of prolapse. Interestingly, that risk doesn’t increase further after the second pregnancy.

			The physical transformation brought about by pregnancy requires a delicate balance between length and strength to achieve optimal pelvic health. Throughout this book, you’ll learn exercises that will help create this balance by strengthening the hips, core, and pelvic floor while maintaining the flexibility needed for birth.

			Exercise and Inter-Recti Distance

			As your body progresses through pregnancy, the rectus abdominis muscles lengthen and change shape to accommodate your growing baby. You may notice changes in the appearance of your abdominal muscles, such as a widening gap between the two sides of your rectus abdominis. This increased inter-recti distance is a normal part of pregnancy. In fact, your abdominal muscles may widen significantly during pregnancy, but they often return close to their prepregnancy state postpartum.
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			Many factors can influence inter-recti distance, such as:

			
					
					Hormonal changes

				

					
					Collagen levels

				

					
					Abdominal muscle strength

				

					
					Your body’s unique composition

				

					
					Your baby’s size

				

					
					The number of times you’ve given birth

				

			

			Maintaining abdominal strength during pregnancy has been shown to control the inter-recti distance and help it rebound afterward. Strong abdominal muscles provide stability for your abdomen, even as pregnancy hormones alter collagen and reduce muscle fiber tension. In fact, women who participate in sports are less likely to develop a large inter-recti distance.

			Many women have been told to avoid abdominal exercises if they notice any increase in their inter-recti distance or a “bulge” on their abdomen. In reality, core exercises are the very thing that can help reduce your inter-recti distance. These exercises should engage both the global core and deep stabilizing core muscles.

			Note: If you are someone who is extra mobile—for example, you can bend your body in a unique way or place your hands flat on the ground—and has a higher body mass index (BMI), it’s important to pay extra attention to the core exercises in this book.

			From the Pro

			Jessica’s Insights on Inter-Recti Distance

			For years, healthcare providers misdiagnosed normal inter-recti distances as diastasis recti—an abnormal separation of the abdominal muscles—using the best information they had at the time, which led many women to unnecessarily restrict their core and cardiovascular activities. Today we know better: The natural widening of the rectus abdominis during pregnancy is both normal and necessary.

			Although these muscles may not return to their exact prepregnancy distance, this shouldn’t limit your activities or cause concern. Unfortunately, outdated knowledge on this topic is so prevalent that many women continue to limit their exercise, feel self-conscious, and seek consultation because they mistakenly assume they have diastasis recti—even when they do not.

			When to Seek Support

			Current postpartum guidelines suggest that if your abdominal muscles come closer together when you lift your head, you are likely to see improvements. If not, using a gentle belly support binder during the first four to six weeks postpartum may be beneficial in helping you with your daily movements.

			While most abdominal changes after pregnancy are normal, consider consulting your healthcare provider if you experience:

			
					
					An inter-recti distance of more than 3 centimeters after the fourth trimester

				

					
					Persistent low back pain

				

					
					Ongoing difficulty lifting

				

			

			Your Body’s Natural Healing Process

			Your body has an incredible capacity to heal and recover after pregnancy. As hormone levels shift, they trigger positive changes in your abdominal tissue. Lower levels of estrogen and progesterone help strengthen your abdomen’s tensile force by adjusting collagen composition to provide better support. If you’re nursing, these changes may occur even faster due to naturally lower estrogen and progesterone levels.

			Keep in mind that recovery takes time. Research shows that rebuilding optimal abdominal tone typically takes six to nine months postpartum. During this time, focusing on proper core engagement can help support your body’s natural healing process.

			Looking Ahead: Your Pelvic Health Journey

			As we move forward, you’ll discover that understanding your core system is just the beginning. In the next chapter we’ll explore the myths and realities of pelvic health, addressing common concerns and questions that many pregnant women have but often feel hesitant to discuss. You’ll learn that you’re not alone in these experiences and, more importantly, that there are evidence-based solutions that can help you maintain strength and confidence throughout your pregnancy journey.

		

	
		
			
				
			

			
				Chapter 3

				Taking Charge of Your Pelvic Health
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			Now that you have a better understanding of your core system’s anatomy, it’s time to explore an often-overlooked but indispensable aspect of pregnancy wellness: pelvic health. Despite affecting people of all ages and in all stages of life, pelvic health issues are often shrouded in silence and misconceptions. It’s time to change that narrative.

			The Reality of Pelvic Floor Issues: You’re Not Alone

			Contrary to popular belief, pelvic floor issues can affect people of all genders and ages, not just those who are pregnant or postpartum. You can experience pelvic floor problems even if you’ve never been pregnant. For example, if you were a child who struggled with bed-wetting, had accidents when giggling, or experienced constipation, your pelvic floor may have been the reason. Additionally, athletes of all levels often face pelvic floor challenges due to high-impact activities. Research shows that if you experience leakage during sports early in life, you’re more likely to experience it later in life as well.

			
				You’re Not Alone
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				Because urinary leakage can be hidden with absorbent pads, we often don’t realize how many people are dealing with pelvic floor issues. While healthcare providers are working to increase awareness and normalize the symptoms, many women still feel shame or embarrassment around the topic. When it feels difficult to ask for help, refer to these astonishing statistics to remind you that it’s okay to do so:

				
						Half of all women experience pelvic floor changes after delivering a baby.

						When working out, 49.2 percent of women wear leakage protection.

						More than 50 percent of women aged sixty-five or over report urinary incontinence.

				

			

			The first step to healing and strengthening your pelvic floor is knowing that support is available.

			Key Fact: Taking care of your pelvic floor can be vital to your health for decades to come. Only about 38 percent of people discuss pelvic floor symptoms with their physician—don’t be afraid to speak up!

			The Impact on Active Lives

			Incontinence is a significant concern for many women and can often be a barrier to regular exercise. This issue goes beyond mere discomfort; it can have a profound impact on overall wellness and quality of life.

			Of the 150 minutes of aerobic activity a week that experts recommend, 75 of those should be dedicated to vigorous exercise. Vigorous activity typically involves an intensity level that induces sweating and makes it challenging to have a conversation.

			For women who experience leakage, activities such as running, jumping, and other high-impact exercises can feel daunting or even impossible—and the implications are significant. Research shows that women with severe leakage are 2.6 times more likely to fall short of recommended activity levels. Additionally, 90.3 percent report lowering their exercise intensity, 35.5 percent reduce their exercise frequency, 25.8 percent shorten their exercise duration, 62.7 percent of women who experience leakage take breaks to pee during their workouts, and 80.7 percent avoid certain movements altogether.

			By addressing incontinence concerns head-on, you can achieve the intensity, frequency, duration, and work/rest ratio needed to enjoy the numerous benefits of regular exercise. Over the course of a lifetime—from pregnancy and postpartum recovery to peri- and postmenopause—these four factors are essential for supporting health and wellness. They are the key to being strong as a mother.

			Debunking Pelvic Health Myths: What the Latest Research Tells Us

			MYTH: Incontinence is a normal, unavoidable part of motherhood

			Birthing a child is a monumental feat for the body. While some women do experience leakage after pregnancy and delivery, it’s important to understand that this isn’t a normal or unavoidable part of motherhood. It’s common, yes, but not something we should accept as inevitable.

			The Truth About Postpartum Incontinence

			Many women are told that incontinence will resolve once they finish nursing and their hormones return to normal levels. However, hormones alone aren’t to blame.

			Key Fact: If a woman is experiencing leakage twelve weeks postpartum, she has a 92 percent chance of still facing this issue five years later without intervention. Pelvic floor training is an excellent place to start.

			MYTH: Your age, weight, or the number of pregnancies you’ve had determine the health of your pelvic floor

			Many women avoid seeking care for pelvic floor issues due to misconceptions about what causes them. However, contrary to popular belief:

			
					
					Family history doesn’t determine your fate.

				

					
					Weight loss alone isn’t a guaranteed solution.

				

					
					Age, the number of babies you’ve delivered, and postmenopausal status do not predict treatment success.

				

			

			Understanding Risk Factors

			Here are four factors that might impact the success of pelvic floor muscle training:

			
					
					Leaking on the first cough

				

					
					Experiencing more than two episodes of leakage per day

				

					
					Leaking during intercourse

				

					
					Leaking immediately after urinating

				

			

			While these factors can affect your chances of success, pelvic floor training is still worth trying due to its low risk. Your medical team may recommend additional treatment if needed.

			The Power of Professional Guidance

			The Importance of Early Postpartum Intervention

			
			
			When to Seek Professional Help

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
			The Effectiveness of Pelvic Floor Muscle Training

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			Why Professional Help Matters

			
			
			Common Mistakes to Avoid

			
			
			
			
			Cultural and Personal Perspectives

			
			
			Looking Ahead: Your Path to Strength
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