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What is the pelvic floor?  
It is made up of layers of muscle which stretch like a 
hammock from the pubic bone at the front to the base of the 
backbone. These supportive muscles are called the pelvic 
floor muscles. In a woman the pelvic floor supports the 
bladder, vagina and bowel (back passage). A man’s pelvic 
floor supports the bladder and bowel.  
 
 
How does the pelvic floor work?  
The muscles of the pelvic floor are kept firm and slightly 
tense to stop leakage of urine (water) from the bladder or 
faeces from the bowel. When you empty your bladder or 
bowel the pelvic floor muscles relax. Afterwards, they tighten 
again to restore control. They also keep your pelvic organs in 
the correct position (preventing prolapse) and help with sex. 
 
 
Why should you exercise your pelvic floor?  
Pelvic floor muscles can become weak due to:  
•  pregnancy and childbirth  
•  lack of exercise  
•  the menopause  
•  weight gain  
•  increasing age  
•  previous surgery 
 Straining to empty the bowels, usually due to    
 constipation 
• Persistent heavy lifting 
 
Weak or untrained muscles can give you less control of 
your bladder or bowel and so can be the cause of urinary 
or faecal leakage. 

 
 



Pelvic floor exercises can strengthen these muscles so that 
they once again give support. This helps you to regain control 
of your bladder and bowel, and can improve or stop leakage. 
To help you when you cough/sneeze and when lifting, 
remember to brace these muscles quickly to reduce strain. 
Like other muscles in the body the more you regularly use 
and exercise them the stronger the pelvic floor will be. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Picture of female pelvic floor muscles 
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    Picture of male pelvic floor muscles 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Learning to do pelvic floor exercises 
 Sit comfortably with your knees slightly apart. Now imagine 

that you are trying to stop passing wind from the back 
passage. You must squeeze these muscles as tightly as 
possible to feel the muscles move. Now let these muscles 
go.  

 Ladies only- tighten the back passage, close around the 
vaginal exit and lift the muscles at the front, as if you are 
stopping the flow of urine (water) or squeezing tight inside 
your vagina. 

 Try not to squeeze your buttocks or tighten your thighs or 
tummy muscles.  

 Imagine you are sat on the toilet and passing urine. Picture 
yourself trying to stop the stream of urine mid flow and then 
restarting it. Do not try to stop the stream when actually 
passing water as this may, if repeated, cause problems 
with correct emptying. 

 Now hold for a few seconds and be aware of these muscles 
as they relax.  
 



 Use the exercise diary sheet to record your progress with 
slow and fast pull-ups. 
 

Your buttocks and legs should not have moved. 
 
Progressing your exercises  
Be realistic about how often you can do the exercises, but 
aim to do them daily. Each time you do the exercises try to 
beat the score you had previously. If you started with a 3 
second hold, the next time you exercise try to hold for 4 
seconds, and so on with each exercise session. The aim is 
that by the end of each session your pelvic floor will feel tired. 
As the muscles get stronger, you will find that you can tighten 
for longer and do more exercises. Record your progress on 
the Exercise Diary provided. 
 
If you have done the exercises before don’t worry, it takes 
time for exercises to make the muscles stronger.  
You may not notice improvement for several weeks – so stick 
at it!  
 
Practising your exercises  
Once you get used to doing the exercises start using them 
more often. Many people find it useful to make a list of 
activities that will prompt them to do this i.e. 

• after having a drink  
• when watching TV or answering the phone  
• after using the toilet  
• when washing your hands or the dishes  
• when brushing your teeth 
 
 
 
 
 



‘The knack’: quickly tighten the pelvic floor before 
exertion 
Try to get in the habit of pulling up the pelvic floor when you 
are afraid you might leak or if you experience urgency to 
empty your bladder. For example before you sneeze or lift 
something heavy, pull up these muscles quickly to support 
the bladder and bowel.  
 
How to check 
If you are unsure that you are exercising the right muscles, 
check the exercises by putting one or two fingers into the 
vagina. If you tighten the pelvic floor muscles, you should feel 
a gentle squeeze and inward lift.  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Exercise Diary 

 

Slow pull-ups  

Hold your pelvic floor squeeze for as long as possible 
and then let go. Then see how many times you can do 
that in a row. 

I managed a hold of ______seconds, repeated 
_____times 

 

Fast pull-ups 

Squeeze tightly and then relax your pelvic floor, count 
how many times you can do this in a row until the 
muscles tire. 

I managed ______ fast contractions in a row 

 

Record in the chart (next page) how many seconds 
hold and how many repetitions of each exercise you 
manage on a daily basis. Each time you do your 
exercises try to beat the score that you managed the 
day before. 

 

 

 



Exercise Diary Record 

Mon Tue Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun 

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       

       



Top tips for a healthy bladder  
 

There are steps you can take to keep your bladder healthy 
and minimise your symptoms: 

 
Do pelvic floor exercises as discussed within this booklet. 

 
Watch what you drink 
Try to reduce coffee, tea, and fizzy drinks and anything 
containing alcohol or caffeine as these can increase bladder 
activity and lead to leakage. Moderation is the key, however 
reduce caffeine gradually so you don’t get a headache. 
 
A good amount is to consume 6-8 cups of liquid each day 
(about 1.5 to 2 litres). If you drink too little this can lead to 
concentrated urine and constipation which can irritate the 
bladder and cause incontinence. However drinking excessive 
amounts can also cause a problem.  
Try to drink non irritable drinks which include water, milk, 
soups, and diluted juice drinks. 

 
Avoid irritating foods 
Some foods can worsen incontinence in certain people. 
Watch out for chocolate (another source of caffeine), as well 
as spicy or acidic foods like tomatoes and citrus fruits,  as 
these are common irritants to the urinary tract. 
To identify potential culprits, eliminate one type of food every 
two to three weeks to see if your symptoms improve. 

 
Do not underestimate the effects of food and 
drink and its effect on the bladder and bowel. 

 
 
 
 
 



Don’t smoke 
Cigarette smoke and nicotine act as immediate bladder 
irritants. Smoking can also increase the risk of bladder cancer 
over the long term. The chronic cough often associated with 
smoking can also lead to accidental leakage and weaken the 
pelvic floor. If you need help quitting visit: 
www.smokefree.nhs.uk  
 
Protect yourself from UTIs 
Urinary tract infections (UTIs) can cause temporary episodes 
of incontinence because the bacteria that commonly invade 
the bladder weaken the muscles in the urethra. A UTI will not 
trigger incontinence for most people, but it can make a 
difference if you are incontinence prone. 
Empty your bladder before and after intercourse to cut your 
risk of UTIs.  

 
Avoid constipation 
Keep the bowels running smoothly with a healthy intake of 
fibre and fluids. A full rectum/ back passage puts pressure on 
the bladder and increases the need to urinate more frequently 
and urgently. Sit correctly on the toilet (see picture) to prevent 
any straining during a bowel movement. Slowly brace 
outwards (widen your waist). When fully braced push from 
your waist back and downwards into your back passage.  
 
DO NOT STRAIN. Relax for a second. Brace outwards and 
push down again. This should be repeated. You should be 
using your brace as a pump. Remember, this will take time 
and practice.  

 
Keep a healthy weight 
The heavier you are the more weight presses on the pelvic 
floor muscle and bladder.  Maintaining a healthy weight can 
reduce the pressure on the bladder.  

 



Bladder retraining 
This involves training your bladder to hold more volume and 
empty less often. Some people get into the habit of going to 
the toilet more often than they need to in an attempt to 
prevent unwanted accidents.  This however has the potential 
to make things worse in the long run.  If you go to the toilet 
often the bladder gets used to being less full and so overtime 
the bladder can become more sensitive and overactive when 
it is only stretched a little. 

 
Aim to gradually increase the capacity of your bladder by 
steadily increasing the time between visits to the toilet.  This 
will make your bladder less sensitive so it is able to hold 
larger amounts. 
The ideal time between visits to the toilet is 3 to 4 hours. 
Training your bladder takes effort and time. 
 
Tips to help hold for longer: 

• Keep calm and try to distract your mind. 
• Take a deep breath. 
• Do 5 quick pull ups. 
• Pull up PF and hold for as long as possible. 
• Distract your mind by doing “mind quizzes”. 
• Set realistic targets; when you feel the need to go to the 
toilet try to hold on for an extra 5 - 10 mins using the 
techniques mentioned above. Try to gradually increase 
the time between visits to the toilet to around 3 to 4 hours. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sit correctly on the toilet 
Sitting correctly on the toilet will enable efficient emptying of 
the bladder and bowel. 

 
 

 
 

Use of Frequency Volume Chart 

Frequency volume charts are used to increase awareness of 
our bladder control and habits. 

Many professionals use these charts, so if you think this 
would be helpful just ask for one. 

To fill out the form you have to measure your fluid intake and 
how much volume you urinate at a time over 3 days. The type 
of fluid you drink is also important to note and if you have any 



accidents. If you have to wake at night to go to the toilet this 
is also noted. 

The overall pattern can then be discussed with your 
physiotherapist or any other health care professional involved 
in your bladder control care. 

Filling in the chart should also make you aware of which 
aspects of the healthy bladder training are most important for 
you. 

Making small changes in your daily habits can start to show 
positive changes in your symptoms. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



You can find a ‘Frequency Volume Chart’ on the internet 
which you can print out and fill in at home: 
www.plymouthhospitals.nhs.uk/ourservices/clinicaldepartment
s/physiotherapy  
Then click on ‘Patient Leaflets/ Booklets’ on the left and you 
should find the ‘Frequency Volume Chart’. 
Other resources 
 
Bladder and Bowel Foundation - 
www.bladderandbowelfoundation.org 
Managing constipation or diarrhoea –  
www.nhs.uk (in search box enter diarrhoea or constipation).  
 
Do you have any questions?  
If so ask your Doctor, Practice/District Nurse, Health 
Visitor, Continence Adviser or Physiotherapist for help.  
 
You might see some improvement in a few weeks but 
be patient, for many people it can take a few months.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
This leaflet is available in large print and other 

formats and languages. 
Contact:  

 
Physiotherapy Department 

Derriford Hospital 
Derriford Road 

Plymouth 
PL6 8DH 

 
Tel: 01752 432233 

 
www.plymouthhosptials.nhs.uk 
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