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Introduction



Writing this introduction is just the strangest thing. Because it’s hard to put into words how much of myself I have invested into this book. It has been part of my day-to-day life for over two years, longer if you count the very first flicker of the idea. It’s been exhilarating, and at times exhausting, filling these pages with as much knowledge, experience and passion as possible. The effort is probably second only to the times I’ve given birth!


I first became fascinated with pregnancy, birth and motherhood about a decade ago, just before conceiving my eldest son. Since then we’ve added three more tiny sets of feet to our household. Over the last seven years I’ve experienced four pregnancies, three births, two epidurals and one caesarean section, and throughout it all I’ve been overwhelmingly captivated by what the female body can do. How it can create, carry, birth, heal and move. Yet, what continues to strike me is that during and after pregnancy, only minimal advice is shared about any of this.


Throughout my first pregnancy, I noticed a lack of discussion surrounding the hugely significant changes taking place in the female body during this time. Like the drastic hormonal imbalances, the connection of the jaw to the pelvic floor, or how our mental wellbeing can impact the speed of our recovery.


Being a pre- and postnatal exercise specialist, I believe that knowledge is the key to a healthy pregnancy and sustainable postnatal recovery, and for far too long the secrets of pre- and postnatal health have been kept between the experts. I want to break down that wall.


I guess I should briefly go back to how this all began. To the start of StrongLikeMum and how I came to be a fully qualified pre- and postnatal exercise specialist, sitting in my office, with four children causing a ruckus downstairs, writing a book to support women during this time of their lives.


The spark of StrongLikeMum


We decided we were going to try for a baby and then it started, almost instantaneously: other people’s opinions. ‘Are you sure you’re ready?’ ‘You don’t know how hard it is.’ ‘You’ll never sleep again.’ ‘Say goodbye to your ab muscles.’


I’m sure if you’re reading this during or after pregnancy, you’ll have heard your own versions of such ‘advice’. I put ‘advice’ in quotation marks because my understanding is that advice is usually asked for and constructive. These comments were neither.


In an effort to block out the negativity and live in the moment, I started blogging about my journey and it became apparent that I wasn’t alone in feeling this way. Soon I had connected with hundreds and eventually thousands of women online. The specifics of the conversations would vary, but one common thread remained the same: the bubbling undertone of uncertainty about what their bodies were going through and how they might recover.


As this online community grew, so did my passion for pre- and postnatal health. I had been a personal trainer for five years already, specialising in pre- and postnatal health, and I was adamant that every woman should know the information I knew. Everyone should feel confident in their role as a mum, and never again should a woman worry about how she might recover after birth.


I combined my professional expertise in pre- and postnatal exercise with my passion for supporting maternal mental health. Thus, the spark that fuelled StrongLikeMum ignited.


What’s in a name?


Isn’t naming your child the toughest thing? I was very aware that the names I chose could stick with them for life, and that’s how I felt about naming my blog too.


I wanted something that would make it clear that I believed mums are already strong. I didn’t want to suggest mothers needed improving and it was important to me that it could also be something for children to look up to. Instead of saying, ‘I want to be strong like superman’, I would love the next generation to grow up thinking, ‘I want to be strong like my mum’. I paused, finishing that thought: ‘StrongLikeMum, that sounds alright . . .’


Then, one afternoon during an interview, I was taken off guard by the question, ‘Where can people contact you?’ I blurted out ‘StrongLikeMum.com’, and suddenly it was official. Well, almost. I hung up from the call and rushed to secure the domain name. Then I sat back and gave myself a few moments to enjoy what I’d created – a blank webpage with absolutely no content whatsoever, but a cracking good name at least!


What followed was years of ‘research’, also known as pregnancy! I was already qualified in pre- and postnatal exercise but for the next six years I swapped textbooks for trimesters and learned on the job.


Despite the challenges parenting can sometimes present, these years have been the best of my life and they have provided some of the best extra-curricular homework in terms of my career working in women’s health.


I simply never would have been able to write this book without my children, because only now do I understand how motherhood presents obstacles to sustaining a regular fitness programme or healthy lifestyle that we don’t encounter at other stages of our life.


I know that for pregnant women and new mums, it’s not just about ‘fitting in a workout’, it’s about finding a time where baby is happy to be left, so you can enjoy some solo exercise. I know how hard it is to find the energy after sleepless nights and I’ve lived the reality of needing to express before a jog, to ease the boulders that seem to have replaced your breasts post-birth.


It’s these sticky bits of motherhood that hold the pages of this book together.
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I’ll be honest: half of this book has been written at my desk in peace and quiet, with a laptop and a mug of my favourite tea in hand. The other half, however, has been compiled in the car outside school, on my phone during night feeds, in a den, at the park, on the trampoline or wherever I can find five minutes’ peace, which sometimes has included hiding in the loo!


My hope is that this book can support women to achieve optimal recovery and feel more energised, active, fitter and more confident than ever before.


Contrary to the warnings I was given about motherhood during my first pregnancy, the experience has been completely empowering. Yes, there can be challenges – I’ve had moments where I’ve felt overwhelmed and, dare I say it, incapable. But motherhood is one of those rare animalistic experiences where you can draw on strength you didn’t even know was there.


This book has been written to give you a full understanding of what your body and mind are capable of during and after pregnancy.


I want to strip back the stereotypes and share with you the reality of what is happening. I hope that by sharing this information, every single woman will feel free to be happy and healthy, and form a motherhood journey that works for them. FREE. FROM. STEREOTYPES.


Funnily enough, as I finish this intro, one of my twins is waking up. So I’m afraid no fancy ending, but I suppose this isn’t really the end of anything; it’s just the beginning.


I hope you enjoy reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it.


Shakira x
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INSTINCT  1



StrongLikeMum


Before words there was movement. How we move and how we feel have been aligned for millennia.


Women have also been birthing since then.


Pregnancy, birth and motherhood are undeniably a combination of both body and mind. The strength of the female frame united with the power of our psyche. The idea that our bodies are somehow weaker during pregnancy, or broken after giving birth, has never made sense to me. We’ve just created, carried and birthed life. Is there anything stronger?


What is true is that during conception, pregnancy, labour, birth and parenthood our bodies adapt in the most fascinating way. But rather than leaving us weaker, I’d argue the opposite. I believe that as mothers we can be stronger, both physically and mentally, than ever before.



The original mother


Before we can look at how our body changes during pregnancy, and what we can do to help support recovery, we need to look at how it all began. If we can understand where we’ve been, then we will know how best to move forwards. So, let’s journey back briefly to the original mother, known as Mitochondrial Eve, aka the mother of all humans.


This might seem like a bit of a head-scratcher at first but bear with me, because it will clarify a lot about how the female body functions and why we move the way we do.


Let me start by explaining what mitochondria are, because we all have billions of them in our body. Mitochondria are teeny-tiny organisms found inside almost every cell in the human body. They are effectively the power source of a cell and they help to turn the energy from the food we eat into energy that our cells can then use.


The mitochondria in our bodies have their own set of DNA. During conception we get half of our DNA from our father, and the other half from our mother. Interestingly, all of the mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) we receive at birth – whether we’re male or female – can only be passed onwards through the female line, meaning we all inherit this from our mother.


[image: Illustration]BEFORE WE CAN LOOK AT HOW OUR BODY CHANGES DURING PREGNANCY, AND WHAT WE CAN DO TO HELP IT HEAL, WE NEED TO LOOK AT HOW IT ALL BEGAN.[image: Illustration]


This makes mtDNA especially useful in tracing back genetic lines. Scientists have found that if we look backwards from mother, back to mother, back to mother, we’d all arrive at one woman, known as Mitochondrial Eve, who roamed the Earth about two hundred thousand years ago.1


Let me clarify quickly: Mitochondrial Eve hasn’t been discovered as a specific fossil or person. It’s the theory itself that was the incredible revelation. This discovery showed that everyone alive on Earth today is a descendant of one homo sapiens woman. This isn’t the oldest evidence of all human life on Earth, but where other lines died out, like homo erectus or Neanderthals, the DNA from Mitochondrial Eve still resides in all of us today.


Mitochondrial Eve wouldn’t even have been exceptional in her time. There would have been many other women living alongside her. It’s possible that other females with this formation of genes even pre-dated or inhabited the Earth alongside her, but something would have caused these lines to be lost.


Modern mothers, bodies and births


So why did I drag you back through this history lesson and what can we, as modern-day mothers, learn from Mitochondrial Eve about how our bodies and minds work today?


The long answer could fill an entire book. The short answer is that we can probably find the roots of everything we do today originating millions of years ago. However, in this chapter I’ll keep to the facts relating to pregnancy and motherhood.


Even before Mitochondrial Eve, the female body went through a huge shift in the way it was formed. Humans had gone from walking on four feet (quadrupeds) to standing up on just two (bipeds), and as the years went on, we evolved further apart from our tree-swinging siblings, with the new ability to walk and run on two legs giving us a leg up – excuse the pun – on other mammals at the time.


Learning to walk, and eventually to run, meant that humans were able to travel further afield than other animals. The evidence of certain bones and the development of an arch in our foot shows that we no longer prioritised grasping branches and began to abandon life in the trees, instead travelling across plains by foot to other areas, previously undiscovered by our species.


Eventually homo sapiens, like Mitochondrial Eve, moved their communities to new locations, and the human race spread out in vast populations all over the world.


The act of standing upright also meant that there were huge changes in how women gave birth and it was at this moment that the modern-day pelvic floor began to form.


In the days of walking on all fours, the front of the human abdomen would have been the base of our core and our abdominal muscles would have carried the weight of our growing baby and organs, but once we stood up we needed another support network that could stop things just plopping out at the bottom! So, our tail bone pulled in and – ta-dah! – the pelvic floor was created, although probably not with so much pizzazz.


Our pelvis shape and hip width needed to change as well. The female body now had to be able to manage the new skill of walking upright whilst also being able to carry and birth our babies. ‘Wide hips’ can sometimes be viewed as a complaint for modern-day postnatal women, but we should actually be in awe of this fact. It’s Mother Nature doing its incredible work again.


Women had to evolve with a pelvis wide enough to allow babies to grow and be birthed via the birth canal, but narrow enough that it was stable when we stood or needed to move. This is why our pelvis widens during puberty, as our bodies mature enough to be able to withstand pregnancy. This is then enhanced by hormonal changes through the trimesters, which allow our pelvic joints to soften and loosen, creating the space our babies need to be born through the birth canal. Then, during menopause, our pelvis moves back into a narrower form.


All these physical adaptations evolved because of the increased demands that were placed on the female body when humans stood up. Physically, mentally and socially, we operate under very different pressures now. Take the creation of the internet and social media, for example. Although it opened up a new world of communication, it has also meant that many people feel pressured to work longer hours, with more social judgements, often leading to higher levels of stress and expectations to ‘do more’.


There seems to be very little time for physical activity, even for something as important as postnatal recovery. Exercise is no longer ingrained in modern humans as a daily necessity. In fact, for many it’s seen as an extra-curricular activity, where it was once a part of our everyday life. But as women we shouldn’t need to choose between our health and motherhood. We can fit in exercise alongside our other commitments and it’s important that we do.


One thing that hasn’t changed, though, is that motherhood can be a powerful experience.


When I think back to Mitochondrial Eve birthing the future all those years ago, I feel inspired. She is us! If these original homo sapiens women could create, carry and birth life, with very little support in comparison to the birthing options we have today, then so can we!


Don’t misunderstand me: as a mother myself I am well aware of the challenges we can face during pregnancy and postpartum. But the fact remains, we do all still have what it takes to thrive during this period. It’s literally in our DNA.


However we dress, whatever we look like, we are all linked to the Eves that came before us. We have the foundations. Now it’s up to us to build on them and truly become StrongLikeMum.
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Mind over muscle


We’ve all been there, those long nights when your baby decides sleep is for suckers or when you encounter a poop so colossal it somehow makes its way into sleeves and down trouser legs. Motherhood doesn’t come with a manual and largely we rely on our instinct to teach us how to raise a baby. Indeed, when a poo-nami hits, it’s down to us to find a way of successfully tidying it up with minimal damage to baby, clothes, carpet and ourselves.


But pre- and postnatal fitness doesn’t need to be such a solo venture. Sometimes a little support can be the difference between simply surviving and thriving.


For a long time, finding advice on pre- and postnatal fitness was like searching for a needle in a haystack, but now it seems as though the scale is tipping in the opposite direction towards information overload. The internet is littered with an abundance of contradictory information, and old-school myths are sprawled across the web. This barrage of misinformation has led to mass confusion about how to safely and successfully rehabilitate our bodies.


Perhaps it’s because we’ve moved away from natural remedies and live in a society where ‘quick fixes’ are desirable. At a time when coffee is instant, TV is on demand and wifi is super-fast, we seem to have lost sight of how and why we should create slower yet more sustainable processes. Knowing how to safely rehabilitate our bodies postnatally isn’t a quick fix. It takes some groundwork in order to lay strong foundations and help our bodies cope with future loads.


This is why, before we focus on building our biceps, we need to build self-belief, so that we can create a deep-rooted connection to our body that no bad mood can break.


This begins with words: the words we use, those we surround ourselves with and, most importantly, those we allow to settle in!


The word cycle


There is a problem in the fitness industry and it needs fixing, quickly. It’s the way new mothers are bombarded with unrealistic phrases and negative language. ALL. THE. TIME.


I first noticed this at a gym I worked in, back in 2013. A poster on the wall claimed women could ‘bounce back’ from pregnancy to achieve their summer body goals. After all these years, working in pre- and postnatal health and after becoming a mother myself four times over, I can officially confirm that ‘bounce back’ is an illusion.


It does not exist. Nor should it!


Pregnancy is a 10-month journey full of physical and hormonal changes. The entire process culminates in an intense effort during labour, which brings to the world a brand new life. The idea of ‘bouncing back’ after that does not sound safe to me. I can’t stress enough the importance of laying stable foundations in the postnatal period. By creating stability in the deep core of our body, we can ensure that we’re able to support more strenuous movements later on.


Unfortunately, it seems as though we haven’t progressed much in the last few years with the kind of language we use. I still hear trainers claiming women can get their ‘pre-baby body back’ or ‘drop a dress size’ quickly after pregnancy. Not only are these terms unrealistic, they are unachievable and, to be frank, ridiculous!


We shouldn’t be ‘snapping back’ at all. By using these phrases, we are paving the way for a dangerous mindset, allowing stereotypes to determine how all mothers should be feeling after birth.


I read a paper published in Psychological Science, which suggests that the language we use can directly impact our ability to perform a task or achieve a goal.2 This is why The StrongLikeMum Method begins not with sit-ups or circuits, but by looking at the impact affirmations can have on our pre- and postnatal fitness journey. These then become part of our daily routine, and they are just as important as the right exercise and diet choices.


We are constantly surrounded by words, from the TV we watch to the music we listen to and even the people we hang out with or the way we speak about ourselves. Historically, women were discouraged from supporting one another to be heard, but the tide is changing now. From Emmeline Pankhurst to the Beyoncés and Sheryl Sandbergs of the world, in many places the female empowerment movement is well on its way.


How can we join the movement? I believe it stems from the word cycle:
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This word cycle demonstrates how our words can affect our beliefs and thereby our actions. The words we use on a regular basis begin to influence our thoughts. Repetitive thoughts begin to inspire feelings and it’s our feelings that form the basis of our beliefs. Finally, our beliefs begin to determine how we act on a regular basis. If the words we use encourage insecurity on a base level, it’s no surprise they can develop into self-doubt and uncertainty.


If we’ve been absorbing the damaging rhetoric of bounce-back over many, many years, we need to counteract this by focusing on creating a positive word cycle for ourselves.


It’s time to rebel against negative habits. Just as we can edit our Instagram feed and ‘unfollow’ a Facebook page, we can also curate our life feed. We can use words to inspire us and boost our confidence and self-belief, much like prenatal women do when using hypnobirthing mantras.


From there we will be able to build our physical goals, with a firmer base to help us maintain any changes.


Don’t worry if this thought is daunting; this is what this chapter is going to help with and using positive words is the crucial first step.
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Affirmations, mantras and visualisation


Let me start with a note for any cynics. If you’re feeling like you might just skip the rest of this chapter, thinking ‘mantras are for hippies’, I ask that you hold off from making any snap judgements for a moment and give it a chance. I’m convinced that by the end you’ll soon see that we can’t achieve whole-body health without tapping into the power of our mind.


When it comes to birth, our mindset is crucial. And for recently postnatal women, how we feel directly impacts our recovery. For example, if you have given birth via a caesarean section, research shows that emotional stress can trigger scar tissue regrowth, which can bind itself around other organs or internal body tissue.3 So we really should prioritise ways to stay positive and relieve stress.


And it’s not only relevant for the immediate postnatal period. Our state of mind can impact all of our parenting, from simple, everyday tasks to staying calm in moments of chaos. In my opinion, mental health is as important as physical fitness.


When it comes to mantras more specifically, there are many times we use them daily, even without realising it. I’m sure most parents can relate to repeating ‘stay awake’ or ‘stay calm’ during a night feed after what feels like the hundredth wake-up!


But what of the cynics who are still eye-rolling this entire page, sceptical about whether the use of mantras actually has any effect?


I had this debate recently with my husband, who, while not necessarily a cynic, is certainly a realist who prefers to deal in facts.


It was a rainy Saturday afternoon, and his attention was torn between building Lego with our children and a football match on TV between Portsmouth and Hull.


‘Come on Pompey,’ he shouted. ‘We can do this!’


‘Ha!’ I said, with perhaps a teensy bit of smugness. ‘That’s a mantra right there.’


Because mantras, I was happy to point out to my husband, aren’t just for those who consider themselves deeply spiritual; a mantra is a statement, repeated out loud, with the intention of inspiring a result. Chants and verses, whether said internally or shouted at a sports team, are all a form of mantra.


If it helps, we can remove the word ‘mantra’ and instead refer to it as self-talk.


No such thing as negative?


I had an insightful chat with a friend about this recently – psychologist, author and mother Anna Mathur (@annamathur). ‘Mantras are a form of self-talk,’ she told me. ‘The key is in changing your internal dialogue to create a positive narrative.’


Anna made it clear, though, that we can’t ignore our negative emotions when we have them.


‘Feeling upset or irritated is a natural part of human nature,’ Anna explained. ‘And ignoring this can actually make more stress and negative emotions build up. If they’re left unaddressed, they will grow, not dwindle. No one can be expected to feel great all of the time. And it’s important that we don’t invalidate some of our feelings.’


Anna pointed out that coping and moving on from negative emotions helps our brain to realise that we have what it takes to adjust and recover. It’s in the act of processing what we feel that we can learn to accept and then move on, knowing next time we will be wiser and more prepared.


‘We do want to make sure that we’re not wallowing in negative thoughts though,’ Anna cautioned. ‘Whilst it’s one thing to blow off steam, cry, shout or rant in frustration, we should then prioritise finding a way back into a positive mindset.’


I thought about this a lot on the way home. If Anna was right, and we need to be able to recognise our challenges without becoming overwhelmed by them, then what a successful mantra should do is not cover up our insecurities, but change how we perceive them and remind us that we can cope.


When it comes to fitness, especially as it relates to pregnancy health and postnatal recovery, our mantras should remind us of our inherent female power.


Maybe we could learn a thing or two from the self-talk we encourage our children to have. We teach them to believe that anything is possible if they work hard enough. Should they fail, we teach them that it’s okay to slip up and they must try again. We speak to them with patience and kindness and positive language. Maybe we’d benefit from nurturing ourselves a little like this too.
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Making a mantra


There is no one way to create a mantra. However, the phrase must resonate with a positive feeling, and we should try to keep mantras in the present tense too, as we are dealing in the now. The aim is for your brain to link your future goals with your current state of being.


This is how I create them for myself:


Acknowledge


Realise


Imagine


Sync


Exhale


Step 1: Acknowledge



We always need to acknowledge our starting point, which will be different for us all. We cannot compare ourselves to others.


To create a mantra, start by identifying an area where you feel challenged and want to improve. This may make you feel vulnerable, but acknowledging and accepting our struggles is key. As we overcome them, we will build strength.


Try to be specific and avoid using words that bring you down, even if they are the first ones that come to mind. If you feel ‘my stomach’s bloated’, try to go a level deeper than the immediate emotion. You might want to journal a short paragraph about how you’re feeling or, if you’re pressed for time, try to find three substitute words or phrases that convey the same message. Maybe something like: ‘I want to tone and strengthen my core.’



Step 2: Realise



Now that we’ve acknowledged an area we’d like to improve, let’s briefly think about the tools we already have to get our goal.


For example, ‘I am learning what I need to progress’ or ‘I have the determination to persevere’.


Step 3: Imagine



Put yourself in the mindset of having achieved your goal. Visualisation is the key to making mantras work. Allow yourself to feel the emotions and pride at completing your goal. Drink in the sensation. What does it feel like? ‘I am proud of my achievement.’


Step 4: Sync



Now link the three elements together into one long sentence.


For example, ‘I want to strengthen my core, I have what it takes to persevere and I am proud of my achievement.’


Step 5: Exhale



Take a deep inhale and, on the exhale, release any negative feelings around the first part of the sentence. We’re going to delete it!


Once we release the first part of the sentence, we have our mantra!


‘I have what it takes to persevere and I am proud of myself.’


Now we put it into practice. Every day! Start the day with some positive self-talk. Fuel your body with a positive mindset and see how your actions are changed as a result.


As we move through the rest of this book and rehabilitate our bodies, keep this in the forefront of your mind. If we approach our pregnancy fitness and postnatal recovery with this mindset, we can maintain any positive changes with truly strong, powerful and unbreakable foundations.
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Basics of the female core


Before starting on which exercises are best and how to do them, I wanted to share a few insights into the basis of the female core. Having clarity around how things change in our body during pregnancy gives us an understanding of why our body needs foundation movements before progressing to faster, more intense exercises.


Without wanting to state the glaringly obvious, pregnancy, labour and birth are no walk in the park. In fact, it’s said that pregnancy demands the same energy expenditure as running a 40-day marathon4 and the process of labour can be as taxing on the body as extreme endurance exercise, like running 26 miles!5


The idea of completing either of these feats without training isn’t feasible. So never again should we question whether exercise in pregnancy is safe, because not only is it safe, it’s needed!


The difference between running a marathon and giving birth, aside from the human ‘popping’ out of you, is that post-marathon runners can usually drop to the floor in exhaustion, soak in a bath for a few hours and have a good uninterrupted rest. I’m not sure about others, but the arrival of my children certainly wasn’t met with the same tranquillity.


Pregnancy, labour and birth are hugely demanding for our entire body. But arguably the biggest impact is to our core. That’s not to say that other areas of the body aren’t affected; in fact it’s the opposite, because when our core is affected, everything else is too!


Your core is much bigger than you might think. It’s not simply made up of abdominal (stomach) muscles. There’s also the pelvic floor, glutes, abductor, adductor (thigh) and lower back muscles working too. Together this entire network of muscles makes up our complete core, and they are the starting block for all our bodily movements.


Let’s take a quick dive into our core so we can understand how it’s connected to the rest of our body and mind. Then, when we come to exercise, we’ll know why each movement is important and how it supports a healthy pregnancy and post-birth recovery.


I promise to keep this interesting and not to turn it into a GCSE anatomy textbook!


Pelvic power


At the very base of our core is our pelvic floor which, as we know, evolved over a very long period of time.


In the current set-up, our pelvic floor muscles are positioned almost like a hammock at the base of our torso. This relatively small muscle group carries a huge amount of pressure even before pregnancy: supporting all our internal organs, helping with functions like bladder and bowel control, and providing passage for our urethra, vagina and rectum. When the extra weight of baby, placenta and amniotic fluid is added on top during pregnancy, it’s no wonder these muscles get tired, or unbalanced.


The thought that pelvic floor health was left largely neglected by the fitness industry until recent years is tragic. Kegel exercises were probably the only exercise spoken about, but this only scratches the surface of what’s really needed for an efficient recovery and doesn’t at all share with women the details of what happens to their body during and after pregnancy! In the twenty-first century the discussion around pelvic floor health has thankfully opened up, but there’s still a long way to go in making this information accessible to everyone. Hopefully this is the start.


Evolutionarily speaking, the female body had to make a compromise in terms of our pelvic region. We needed a narrow enough pelvis for stable movement but a wide enough space for pregnancy and birth. And the ingenuity of Mother Nature didn’t stop there.


The design of the female body works perfectly alongside the development of our babies in utero. For example, at the time of birth a fully developed human brain would need a much bigger head circumference than our narrow pelvis could handle.


This is why a newborn baby’s skull is soft and flexible, designed with gaps between the plates of bone. These plates can shift across one another, allowing the circumference of our baby’s head to decrease during delivery. If the brain was to grow much more in utero, it could make vaginal delivery dangerous even with the shifting plates at work.


For humans, the development to an adult-sized brain happens mostly outside of the womb. The process to maturity takes longer than many other animals, but it’s also a more advanced process. Take a foal, for example, that can stand up within just a few hours of birth. Humans often take a year or more to master this skill.
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If humans were born at an equal maturity to horses or even baby monkeys – who can cling to their mother from birth and are fully independent between two and four years old – we would need to remain in utero for up to 21 months. That’s an entire year longer than the average human gestation period.


It’s clear to see that nature and evolution created amazing coping strategies to preserve the birthing process for us humans, while still keeping the female body mobile and strong. Nonetheless our pelvic floor and the wider structure of the female body have to work harder to support our core as we move through pregnancy and onwards into a mobile motherhood.


Fortunately, our pelvic floor isn’t working alone. It has the support of our entire core to keep us active and strong. Our glutes, lower back, upper legs, abdominals and respiratory system all team together.


How is your pelvic floor linked to the rest of your body?


Your core is connected to the rest of your body by a thin layer of body tissue known as myofascia.


In a nutshell, there are two types of fascia: superficial and deep. Superficial fascia is found just under our skin and acts as a storage system for fat and water. Deep myofascia, on the other hand, is a strong web of body tissue that connects all our muscles, tendons, ligaments, nerves and bones, like a whole body suit that runs from the top of our head to the tips of our toes. Fascia is designed to be strong but stretch when we move.


Myofascia is one of those technical terms that is rarely spoken about outside of the fitness industry, but everyone should be aware of it as it surrounds all of our muscles and plays a key role in holding our entire frame together.


Okay, I’m starting to sound like that GCSE textbook I was trying to avoid. Basically, every time our body completes a task like reaching, bending, walking or balancing, our myofascia is helping the process by keeping everything connected and working together.


Thomas Myers, a leading integrative manual therapist, talks about multiple ‘lines’ of myofascia that run through the body. Picture a map of the London Underground, with each line running in a different direction to a different area of the body. Arms, legs, neck and so on.


Try tracing the deep front line with your finger as you read, for an insight into the connection between the pelvic floor and the rest of your body.


The line most relevant to pre- and postnatal health is called the myofascial deep front line (DFL) which runs from the bottom of our foot, behind our knee, via the pelvis, pelvic floor and core, through the ribcage, rising up our neck and passing through our jaw, ending either side of our skull.


The DFL is shifted out of optimal alignment as pregnancy progresses and our posture changes. For example, as our pregnancy bump grows, the position of our pelvis is tilted forwards and, as a result, the DFL is pulled out of alignment.


After pregnancy our aim with exercise should be to realign this network, with exercise and posture. If any changes are left unresolved, it means we could begin to form damaging habits with our movements that can lead to pain or injury later on in life.


So often I’ve had women come to me years after pregnancy complaining of knee pain or lower back ache and, after investigating, more often than not, the trigger can be found somewhere along the deep front line.


As this line is quite long, pinpointing something along the way that needs our attention takes time, but at least we have a guide on where to start looking.


Just becoming aware of how much tension we’re holding in this area is a good place to start.


Have you ever noticed that you are clenching your jaw, curling your toes or rolling to the outsides of your feet? All of these areas are connected to our pelvic floor, meaning that they can be symptoms of dysfunction along the DFL, and this can have an effect on your pelvic floor.


After having my twins, I noticed pretty quickly that I was clenching my jaw a lot. I had birthed via a caesarean section this time, so wasn’t anticipating tension in the pelvic floor area, but I soon realised that this ‘gripping’ I was doing was due to the caesarean incision. My body was trying to re-establish balance when the wound was still healing, and I was feeling the repercussions far from the trigger point. It works in reverse too. We might clench our jaw, in frustration or concentration and, as a result, our pelvic floor can become tense too.


Being aware of the connection from our pelvic floor to the rest of the body should encourage us to work on whole body health, rather than just isolated recovery. The pelvic floor is literally the centre of all our body movements.
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DFL body scan exercise


● Lie on your back on a flat surface. If you’re prenatal you may wish to do this seated or even standing against a wall.


● Take a few deep breaths, keeping your shoulders relaxed and arms relaxed by your sides.


● If you’re lying down, your legs should be extended along the floor.


● Keep your breathing steady and slow.


● With each inhale focus on a specific body part, starting with your toes. Inhale and on the exhale release any tension.


● Focus first on the toes, then your ankles, calves, knees, thighs, pelvic floor, glutes, hips, spine, chest, shoulders, neck, tongue, cheeks.


● Once the scan is complete relax for a few minutes and turn your attention to the path of the DFL. Do you notice any differences? Were you holding any excess tension along this line?


● You may wish to repeat the scan a second time and notice if any tension has built up again without you realising.


Pelvic energy in pregnancy and postpartum


We can’t talk about the pelvic floor without going a little deeper into how it functions. Because the role of the pelvic floor doesn’t stop with movements. Many believe its true power runs even deeper, because our pelvic floor is also home to our energy system.


Energy fluctuation seems to be a theme throughout pregnancy and parenthood. We can be supercharged one day and feel as though we’re snail-pacing the next.


With our hormone levels continually changing, it makes sense that our emotions and energy levels will fluctuate too.


Interestingly some women notice a big energy boost at the start of pregnancy. It’s not yet confirmed why, but evidence suggests it’s due to the increase in the amount of blood in our system, as our body prepares to support the growth of our embryo in utero.


Ever noticed that you’re much thirstier when you become pregnant? Well, that is also thought to be due to the increase in the amount of blood in our body after conception. We need the water to help support the increasing levels of blood supply.


This rise in blood volume also means more blood flows through our blood vessels at any given time, leaving our skin looking flushed and glowing, which is where the term ‘pregnancy glow’ comes from. Alongside all of this, the size of our heart is also thought to increase in early pregnancy, to help with the extra demand from the increased levels of blood. Combined, all of these factors are thought to give a significant boost to our cardiovascular fitness, therefore boosting energy!


Unfortunately, not everyone experiences raging energy surges at this time. For some, this potential energy spike is masked by the arrival of morning sickness, which can drain our energy as fast as we acquire it. This up-and-down energy dance continues throughout the entire prenatal period, and from then on, it seems, motherhood can be a nonstop energy rollercoaster. But it turns out that our pelvic floor health might just be the key to unlocking stores of untapped energy.


Both modern science and ancient spirituality agree that maintaining good energy levels improves our overall health and speeds up the rate of recovery. Whether you buy into spiritual metaphors or not, the theory is simple: by letting go of physical tensions and releasing emotional stress, we can allow more energy to flow, assisting recovery.


How is any of this relevant to pelvic floor health? Well, energy balance takes place via our chakra line which is intrinsically connected to our pelvic health.



What have chakras got to do with your core?


Although I’m no expert on chakras, I want to share a snippet of what I do know.


There are seven ‘main’ chakras located along our spine, and they are believed to be among hundreds of others located throughout the body. Many believe that when the energy flowing along this line is balanced, our body can move freely, without tension.


Two of the main chakras are located close to the pelvic floor. The first of seven in the tantric energy system is the root chakra. (And for any filth-pots reading, tantra is not just about sex!) The word tantra comes from Sanskrit and refers to the idea that everyone and everything is interconnected, the human body being the perfect example.


According to ancient Eastern traditions, the root chakra – also known as ‘The Muladhara’ – is situated at our coccyx. As the name suggests, the root chakra is the base of all our energy. Like the roots of a tree it works almost like a portal, helping to keep us grounded, drawing up energy like water to keep us nourished and strong.


This is followed slightly further up the spine by the sacral chakra – also known as ‘Svadhishthana’ – which is found about four to five fingers’ width above the first, just below the line of your belly button. Remember, the chakra line moves along the spine and not up the front of the body.


Spine mobility is a hugely underrated element of exercise. Moving our spine and, by extension, our body allows us to keep these chakras open. If you’re pregnant, the mobility of your spine will affect how you feel as pregnancy progresses and your bump begins to grow. Your entire centre of gravity changes, and your spine and core need to adapt to manage the new load.


For some reason, many people only pay attention to their spine health in retrospect; not until they feel a stiff neck or suffer with back pain does the mobility of their spine become a priority. But particularly for pre- and postnatal women, we should remember to mobilise our spine.


I should say here that back bends are a controversial movement in pregnancy, because of the pressure they may create on the front of our abdominal wall, especially in the second and third trimesters as well as immediately postpartum. At these times we’re better served focusing on a neutral spine or bending forwards (spinal flexion). Small extensions can be okay in exercises like the cat-cow position but this should be more a subtle tilt of the pelvis, rather than a deliberate arching of the back.


Both Mudlahara and Svadhishthana are associated with physical touchpoints on the body. Places we can feel that are strongly linked to pelvic health.


Spiritually, a balanced root chakra is thought to encourage feelings of security, calm and being grounded. The second chakra, Svadhishthana, is often associated with the ovaries in women, or testes in men, and is said to influence relationships, sexual behaviours and reproduction.


To unblock these chakras, ancient traditions call for what we in the present day call pelvic health exercises.


The premise is simple: we need good alignment, physically and emotionally, to establish harmony in our deep core, and by using a combination of pelvic floor exercises, breath work, meditation and mindfulness, we can establish balance.
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From spirituality to Friends



Pelvic floor exercises are actually simple movements, but it’s so important that we do them correctly and activate our whole pelvic floor as opposed to only a few muscles.


The best example I can give as to why is through an old TV series that was popular in my teens called Friends. One famous scene sees the characters trying to lift a couch up a flight of steps, attempting multiple techniques to pivot the sofa into place. But with a mismatch of strengths between the characters, the sofa falls over the banister.


Let’s imagine that this sofa is our pelvic floor and the friends supporting it are the surrounding muscles and ligaments, like our glutes and lower back.


If everyone lifts together, with equal strength, the sofa can be lifted off the floor. But if one friend is weaker than the others, they will all struggle equally to support the couch, and the weaker member will bear the brunt even more.


Similarly, if one of the friends is working too hard (is overactive) and puts too much force behind the lift, the weight of the sofa will again be shifted onto the other supporters, who could falter and break down under the pressure.


Equal balance is needed from all muscles to support the core properly. Exercises can help us to create a balance in our core and this balance begins with our breath.


Belly breathing


By using our breath well, we can enhance the ability of our core to work properly. Good core control will help us rectify imbalances that might have sprung up along the DFL during pregnancy.


People spend so much time crunching and planking to get good abs, when in actual fact, if we really want a strong core, what we should be doing is slowing down and practising a good breath first.


‘Diaphragmatic breathing’, or ‘belly breathing’, have become buzz words over the years, but what exactly do they mean?


Belly breathing is a technique that engages our diaphragm, a muscle that sits underneath our ribs and helps us take a better breath.


This muscle is dome-shaped and moves up and down, a bit like a parachute filling with air. If you imagine attaching a parachute in the middle of a circle of trees, then stretching it out, that’s similar to how our diaphragm is positioned.


As we inhale and draw air in on top of the diaphragm the parachute fills with air, the middle dropping downwards. As we exhale, the air is pushed up and out and the parachute lifts up again.


The act of breathing is so natural that many of us take it for granted, never considering it as anything other than a regular – although very necessary – daily function. But, as natural as breathing may be, doing it properly is an art many adults seem to have lost.


When we breathe in, and our diaphragm – the parachute – fills and moves downwards, all our organs underneath need to move down a bit as well. If our pelvic floor is relaxed, we have more space for this to happen. Then, when we exhale, we will have more power in our core to work with.


Our diaphragm is essential for optimal breath work, and plays a key role in synchronising the core muscles to work alongside each other, allowing us to reset our pelvic alignment.


Breathing well takes focus and control and is so powerful when done correctly. Here’s how . . .



Meet your TPC


Here’s the last piece of the puzzle when learning how to breathe correctly. Let me introduce you to your thoracic pelvic cylinder. Sounds sexy, right?


Like your deep core, your thoracic pelvic cylinder (TPC) is composed of many muscle groups, although this time it’s not just the lower region that’s involved. Your TPC is the area of your body that runs from your first rib all the way down to your pelvic floor. It’s essentially the midsection of the DFL.
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Your TPC includes your pelvic floor, glutes, adductors, abductors, hip flexors, lower back, thorax, inner organs, diaphragm, lungs, rib cage and chest.


To take a ‘proper’ breath, we must fill this entire region. Our shoulders should remain down and relaxed. Our rib cage expands outwards and the diaphragm descends. Our breath should be felt through 360 degrees, from the top of the TPC (ribcage) and down to the pelvic floor, along the front and rear abdominal walls, as well as sideways, as our rib cage expands.


Simply put, shoulders down, ribs out and pelvic floor relaxed. We can practise this with the exercise below.


Three-dimensional breathing exercise


This exercise can be used by pre- or postnatal women; however, for anyone over 16 weeks gestation, the current NHS guidelines state that pregnant women should avoid lying on their backs for long periods of time. In this case, we can do this exercise siting on a chair, feet flat on the floor, hip-width apart.
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● Lie back on the floor in the semi-supine position, meaning your feet are flat on the floor, knees bent up, keeping your legs hip-width apart. You may also choose to support your head with a soft block or pillow.


● As we breathe in we want to initiate the three dimensions, which are:


1 Expansion of the rib cage;


2 Feeling the air fill your torso by the sensation of connecting your back with the floor;


3 Relaxation of the pelvic floor.


● Close your eyes and as you inhale, imagine the three stages taking place. Imagine the ribcage expanding, back connecting with the floor and pelvic floor muscles relaxing.


● Remember to keep your shoulders relaxed. If you notice them lifting, it’s a sign that you’re not inhaling fully so relax and start again.


● With each subsequent inhale, visualise relaxing your pelvic floor muscles to create more space for your breath. A relaxed floor gives your organs more space to move downwards as the lungs fill up and the diaphragm descends.


● You may wish to place your hands low down on your belly, just above your pubic bone, to feel your belly filling with each inhale.


● Exhale slowly for a count of eight. As you do so, draw up your pelvic floor by visualising your coccyx bone at the back and pubic bone at the front coming together and lifting up. This will encourage complete activation of our pelvic floor (more details on p.149).


● Inhale and release. Repeat this exercise for a few minutes.


● Stay aware of an increase in movement and mobilisation within your thorax (chest) as you breathe in.


● You should be able to fully relax your pelvic floor on the inhale, but without the sensation of pushing or bearing down. Focus on release and relaxation with each ‘in’ breath.



The experts


As with most exercise techniques, there are industry leaders paving the way and setting good examples. In the world of breathing there are many such gurus . . . we call them babies!


Have you ever said your baby has a ‘Buddha belly’? Well, this endearing term is not without reason; babies are the world’s leading experts in diaphragmatic breathing.


It’s a bit frustrating to realise that we all had it right to begin with, but we managed to mess things up as we aged. Whether due to emotional stress or muscular tensions, the majority of us adults have moved away from the way we used to breathe as babies.


If you watch your baby breathe, you will see their belly expand, filling like a balloon, with their shoulders relaxed and, although you might not notice it, their diaphragm is also descending.


Babies know how to breathe right, sit with perfect posture and maintain alignment when they come to standing. Granted, their standing efforts are often followed by core imbalance and a fall, but still, they get a ten out of ten for posture!
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