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Why you need to look after your pelvic
floor

Ladies, let me introduce you to your pelvic floor. Tucked away between your
legs, it keeps everything in place and stops that awful sensation of
'something dropping out'. Only sometimes, it doesn't - and that's when you
need help

Where is it?

Put your thumbs on your hip bones and reach your fingers backwards until
they touch behind your spine (or as close as you can get). Now keep your
thumbs on your hip bones and turn your fingers round to pointin a
forwards V at the front. That's the top of your pelvic bone. Inside your pelvis
is your pelvic cavity, which holds your bladder, your womb and the end of
your bowel. It's all held in place underneath by your pelvic floor, which holds
it up against gravity.

What is it?

Your pelvic floor is shaped like a funnel and made up of muscles and tough
connective tissue. If it is weakened, you can have stress incontinence and
prolapse of your womb or back passage. We all know that childbirth can
take its toll on your body - and many women have discovered to their cost
that that includes an impact on their pelvic floor. But in fact, it's not just
childbirth that can weaken these muscles. After the menopause, lack of the
female hormone oestrogen means your body's tissue become less springy.
That means the ring of muscle that keeps your bladder neck shut and stops
you passing urine when you don't want to, is weakened.
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What happens when things go wrong?

Stress incontinence is the most common form of incontinence. Millions of
UK women - perhaps as many as 1in 3 over-40s - suffer from urine leaks
when they cough, sneeze, laugh, run or jump. Drugs don't work here - but
there is still help available.

First, don't be embarrassed to see your doctor. They'll be keen to help, but
they can't tell you what's available unless they know you have a problem.
First step will almost certainly be pelvic floor exercises. Done in the right way
several times a day, they may take a few months but they can often cure
your problem. Ideally, get a referral to a specialist physiotherapist who can
help you locate and work on your pelvic floor muscles. They can
significantly help 7 or 8 out of 10 women.

Many women gain long-term relief from a vaginal pessary. There are
several different options, all of which can be fitted in minutes and more of
which stay in place for 6-12 months before changing.

Surgical solutions

If none of these does the trick, your doctor can refer you to a specialist to
discuss surgery to lift and strengthen your pelvic floor. As with pessaries,
there is a wide variety of surgical procedures. Many of them, however,
involve inserting a vaginal mesh which (until recently) was popular with
surgeons on the basis that it provided extra support and reduced the risk of
prolapse returning. However, it's becoming increasingly clear that some
women can experience serious complications if the mesh erodes through
into nearby tissues, so some forms have been banned and others are only
carried out under strict controls.

How can | help myself?

There are lots of other steps you can take to give your pelvic floor a hand:

e Keep your weight down. Excess weight means extra fat in your
tummy pushing down on your bladder and pelvic floor.

e Keep it regular. Straining to open your bowels can weaken your pelvic
floor, making you more prone to leaks. Up your intake of fibre and
drink enough fluids.
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e Quit now! Smoking makes you cough and - you've guessed it - that
puts more pressure on your pelvic floor by suddenly increasing the
pressure inside your tummy cavity.

e Make mine a small one. Alcohol is a diuretic, which increases the
urge to pass urine and the risk of losing control.

e Don't stint on the other drinks. Non-alcoholic fluid (including coffee
and tea) helps keep you hydrated. Limiting your fluid for fear of
accidents can actually make matters worse, as it reduces your
bladder's ability to hold fluids.

e Be prepared. If you do have stress incontinence, make sure you buy
products that are designed for bladder leaks. Sanitary pads are
great for periods but they're not designed for urine leaks that come
all at once. Products for sensitive bladder are designed for all levels
of leaks, and can keep you fresh and free from embarrassment.

e Step it up. Regular exercise helps keep your weight down and
strengthens all your muscle. But avoid jumping or ‘'stomach crunch’
exercises, which cause sudden pressure on your pelvic floor.

With thanks to ‘My Weekly' where this article was originally published.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
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warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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