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INFORMATION SHEET 23: THE PELVIC FLOOR AND FITNESS

Why do I leak when I play sport or exercise?
Activities that increase abdominal pressure, such as jumping, jogging, skipping...and even laughing, coughing and
sneezing...are likely to cause the small leaks of urine known as "stress incontinence".

Because physically active women are more likely to be engaged in these high-impact activities, they are more likely to
experience these symptoms, and need stronger pelvic floor muscles than the average woman to withstand the effects
of their activities.

It's so embarrassing - what can I do about it?

For the great majority of women, stress incontinence responds extremely well to pelvic floor exercises. Building pelvic
floor strength has been identified as a successful approach by numerous researchers, and is the recommended first
line of therapy for this condition. Active women are already committed to fitness and a lifestyle that incorporates
exercise programs, so it's just a question of incorporating some different exercises into daily life.

I've never heard of it happening to anyone else, so why does it happen to me?
It happens to large numbers of active women but most are too embarrassed to talk about it.

Research has shown that over 30% of Australian women over 45 report that they leak during physical activity, and
13% of 18-23 year olds say it happens to them too. You are definitely not alone.

Maybe I should just give up, or switch to another sport.

Research shows that many women give up exercise for this reason alone, but rarely tell anyone the truth behind their
decision. It is thought that stress incontinence is a barrier to physical activity for about 10% of women, and therefore
has an overall long-term negative effect on their physical well-being.

Low impact activities are less likely to cause a problem, so some women initially switch to them. However, it is
possible that if the symptoms aren't addressed, they can become worse, and leaks can occur during, for example,
pilates or yoga, when previously they only occurred during, for example, jogging.

I've been wearing pads, but is there anything else I can do?

If you are generally happy with your pelvic floor strength, and you only experience stress incontinence during
exercise, you may decide that you would prefer a temporary solution. Pads can work for some women, but depending
upon the physical activities you take part in, they can be insufficient to catch the urine leaks, and they can be visibly
bulky under your clothing.

An alternative is available in the form of the Contrelle Activgard which is a tampon-like device that is positioned in
the vagina so that it prevents urine leaks whilst it is in place. It is still possible to pass urine normally when you wish
to...it's just the leaks that are stopped.

But the best option for most women will always be to strengthen up those muscles!

What are the best exercisers for strengthening the pelvic floor for physically active women?
All our pelvic floor exercisers can play a role in strengthening the pelvic floor, so it is a question of choosing the type
of exerciser that suits you most.

The PFX2 is the ultimate exerciser for women who are serious about building pelvic floor strength, whilst Smartballs
may be an option for women who want to maintain existing strength levels. Aquaflex weights are a popular choice
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for women who want to improve muscle strength without having to do large numbers of pelvic floor "squeeze and lift"
contractions.

It's a good idea to consider your own preferences before you make a decision. Are you already able to locate your
pelvic floor muscle, and now want to build strength? Or do you need help to locate the muscle and know if you are
squeezing correctly? Do you want a product you can use while you move around? Or are you able and willing to
allocate the time each day to laying still while you exercise your pelvic floor?

Ask yourself these questions, visit our Selecting Exercisers page, and visit our Online Shop. To learn more about
the benefits of each exerciser, read the more detailed information provided on each exerciser's own page, or contact

us if you have any questions about exercisers. Or seek advice from a health professional such as your GP, a women's
health physiotherapist or gynaecologist.

I'm a fitness professional. What can I do to help my clients?
This is an important issue for fitness professionals, who may be losing clients regularly without know why.

Specialist researchers have made a number of recommendations regarding what you can do:

e Be aware that for the majority of women, strengthening of the pelvic floor muscles alone will overcome stress
incontinence

e Talk openly about the problem, and display information brochures

e Include low impact activities and pelvic floor muscle contractions in your exercise programs, but be aware that over
50% of women can't produce an effective contraction on brief verbal instruction, and 30% can't produce one after
thorough individual instruction by a health professional

e Introduce other options, such as exercise aids, or suggest consultations with specialist health practitioners.

Pelvic Floor Exercise offers glossy product brochures for display and provides a rewards scheme for fitness
professionals. Read more about our services to health and fitness professionals.
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