
POST-NATAL ESSENTIALS
Building a Foundation for Fitness



Many changes happen to a mother’s body 
during and after pregnancy leaving most 
mothers to wonder if and when they will get 
back to pre-pregnancy shape. 

Before moms can address having an 
entirely new body it is important to know 
exactly what changes take place and why. 
Looking at the full picture makes it easier 
to understand why physical activity seems  
more challenging after pregnancy. Knowing 
the hurdles you need to overcome will help 
you build a solid foundation for sustainable 
fitness.

• Average weight gain is 25-27 lbs

• Organ systems shift and grow in size

• Connective tissues become more elastic

• The urinary system changes position due to the growth of 
the uterus

• The pulmonary system respiration rate does not change but 
is required to increase oxygen consumption 15% to 20% - 
hyperventilation may become common due to this oxygen 
demand

• The cardiovascular system goes into overdrive due to 
increased blood volume of about 1.5 to 2.0 liters throughout 
pregnancy, heart size increases to compensate

• The musculoskeletal changes in alignment and posture 
often persist well after pregnancy

Tip!

Women who 
engage in physical 

fitness during 
pregnancy are less 
likely to experience 

gestational 
diabetes, excessive 

weight  gain, 
hypertension and 

episiotomies. 
They also tend to 

have faster and 
less complicated 

deliveries.

Exercise can also 
counter depression 

associated with 
pregnancy.

Fact!

Abdominal 
muscles 

are stretched to 
their elastic limit

1  Abdominal strength 
before & during 

pregnancy greatly 
impact recovery and 
the development of 
diastasis recti (DR)

2Pelvic floor 
muscles drop 

about 1 inch due to the 
baby’s weight and this 
pressure can cause 
pelvic organ prolapse 

Fact!
Ribcage & hips 

may never return 
to there original 

size (e.g. clothes fit 
differently)

3Flattened feet, 
ribcage growth 

and the widening of 
the pelvis can throw 
off balance beyond 
pregnancy

4Shoulders may 
round forward from  

increased breast size 
and the extra weight 
on the body’s front side 
can cause a hunch back

New Body, New Life
A brief overview

Body During Baby
Anatomical and physiological changes



The best tool a mother has is education. This 
will help speed recovery, prevent injury and 
facilitate reconnecting with her body. Like a 
newborn baby, mom is also learning how to  
tune-in to and use her new body.

The pre-natal changes that can persist well 
into postpartum can be many, but the most 
common are:

• Low back pain from a weakened and 
compromised abdominal wall, pelvic floor 
and spinal muscles

• Kyphosis (hunchback) and rounded 
shoulders due to the increase in breast size 
and cuddling baby

• Sacroiliac joint and hip pain occur when 
shifting back into place and can easily 
become misaligned, e.g. by carrying a baby 
on one hip

• Incontinence and pelvic organ prolapse 
(POP) can occur due to weak pelvic floor, 
transverse abdominous and back muscle

• Pelvic floor dysfunction from a weakened, 
traumatized and stretched out pelvic floor

• Hormonal fluctuations immediately after 
delivery will affect mood and motivation 
throughout breast feeding

• Thyroid dysfunction after delivery effects 
weight management, skin texture, energy 
level, cognitive abilities and mood

• Weak and flattened feet from weight 
gain and weaken muscles, throws off gait 
causing knee, hip and low back pain.

Lencola is a mother, comprehensively trained 

Pilates instructor and exercise therapist with 

a passion for women’s health. Her motivation 

education, experience help her guide mothers 

towards a balanced fitness lifestyle.

“I am happy to help fill the gap between 

the medical and fitness communities by 

providing information moms and moms-

to-be need.”

~Lencola

It can take 4 to 6 weeks for the 
uterus to completely return to 

normal size. Breast-feeding can 
speed recovery. 

Joints, ligaments and connective 
tissue can take 3 to 5 months 

to return to their original 
characteristics. Gentle, full-range 

movement prevents stiffness.

Body After Baby
Building a stronger foundation

Presenter
Lencola Shipp
Pilates Specialist -
Pre/post natal fitness

CAPilates.com

http://www.publicdomainpictures.net/view-image.php%3Fimage%3D19129%26picture%3Dpregnancy-and-newborn


100%
OF PREGNANT 
WOMEN HAVE 

DIASTASIS RECTI BY 
THE END OF THEIR 

PREGNANCY.

15
WEEKS MINIMUM IS 
NEEDED TO REGAIN 

CONTROL OF 
ABDOMINAL AND 
PELVIC MUSCLES

12
MONTHS IS HOW 
LONG IT TAKES 

FOR A WOMAN’S 
ABDOMINAL MUSCLES 
TO REGAIN NORMAL 
CHARACTERISTICS



Tip! Tip!

Good posture not only 
promotes physical 

health but emotional 
well being.

Slouching puts 
excessive pressure on 
abdominal and pelvic 

floor muscles.

1Good posture starts with 
stacking your head on 

top of your shoulders with 
a long neck, ears will be 
lined up with shoulders

2Relax your shoulders 
away from your ears - 

do not let shoulders round 
forward - shoulders will line 
up with ears and hips

3Lift your ribs off your 
hips and have an open 

chest, resist slouching 
into a  fatigued posture 
by toning deep abdominal 
muscles

Lordosis  
increased curvature 
of the lumbar spine

Kyphosis
increased posterior 

thoracic curve

Flat Back
decreased anterior 

lumbar curve

Sway Back
decrease lumbar curve & 
increased thoracic curve

4Find a neutral 
alignment by not 

tucking your tail or sticking 
out your buttocks, pelvis 
will line up with ears, 
shoulders and heels

Posture is the manner in which the body is held upright 

against gravity while standing, walking, sitting, kneel-

ing or lying down

Alignment is the balancing of muscle pairs so that 

bones and joints can equalize load distribution through 

out the body

Posture & Alignment
Equalize tension by gaining awareness

Excessive 
posterior tilt 

of pelvis

Forward head 
posture

Elevated shoulders

Flexion 
of the 

thoracic 

http://www.acefitness.org/blog/2909/set-it-straight
http://www.stretching-exercises-guide.com/back-stretches.html
http://www.yogaback.com/round-shoulders-misconceptions.html


Things To Avoid
Activities inhibit healing
• Excessive intra-abdominal pressure 

(crunches)
• Rotation and crossover exercises (Pilates 

Crisscross,  golf, tennis)
• Carrying heavy loads 
• Unsupported hands and knees position 

(push ups, swimming)
• Front loading baby carriers
• Extending the spine and stretching the 

abdomen (back-bends)
• Slouching (promote neutral spinal posture)
• Large meals
• Activities that can reopen the connective 

tissue
• Holding your breath

Tip! Tip!

Allow 12-18 weeks 
of gentle training 

to heal your 
connective tissue.

Sleep on your 
back to decrease 

internal abdominal 
pressure.

1 Healthy abdominal 
muscles support 

the torso, create 
movement and hold 
organs in place by 
regulating internal 
abdominal pressure

2Abdominal and 
back muscles 

work to keep the body 
stable, balanced and 
protect the spine; lack 
of function can effect 
many systems

• Engage your transverse abdominous 
(TVA) during all daily activities (e.g. 
coughing, sneezing, bowel movements, 
bending down to pick up baby)

• Connect with your pelvic floor muscles

• Learn and maintain good posture, correct 
body alignment and properly engage 
deep abdominal muscles

• Lay down and get up properly by 
engaging the TVA and reducing internal 
abdominal pressure

• Lengthen the time between pregnancies

• Do not wear high heal shoes

• Learn proper bone alignment

Things To Do
Activities that promote healing

Image Source: http://www.mammakliniken.se

Diastasis Recti
A separation of the rectus abdominous which is the outer most muscle 

layer of the abdominal wall. This condition is initiated by excessive intra-
abdominal pressure that causes the connective tissue to separate the linea 

alba. DR can lead to several health implications and never heal properly 
if core strengthening exercises focusing on excessive intra-abdominal 

pressure are performed prior to proper core retraining.

http://www.mammakliniken.se/mummy-tummy/vad-ar-diastasis-recti/


Pelvic Organ Prolapse (POP)
Pelvic organ prolapse occurs when an organ falls out of its normal 

position and creates pressure on the pelvic floor muscles.
There are six types of organ prolapses.

Treatment
Activities that promote healing

Contraindications
Activities inhibit healing

Fact! Tip!

POP is caused 
by a number of 

conditions and is 
not gender or age 

specific.

Surgery should 
be the last option 

since more 
than 54% have 

relapses.

1If you suspect 
POP consult with 

your physician or a 
physical therapist 
who specializes in 
women’s health and 
pelvic dysfunction.

2Treatment is 
only required if 

symptoms become 
bothersome and 
will vary depending 
on the severity of 
the symptoms. 

• Vaginal child birth
• Hysterectomy
• Obesity/overweight 
• Excessive intra-abdominal pressure 
• Respiratory disorders with a 

prolonged cough

• The feeling of excessive downward 
pelvic pressure

• Organs falling out of the vagina
• Urinary incontinence
• Urgency the urinate
• Constipation

• Pelvic floor exercises
• Lifestyle changes (e.g. weight loss, 

high fiber diet) 
• Pessary (medical device that is 

inserted in the vagina)
• Surgery

• Prolonged standing
• Jumping
• Heavy lifting
• Non-neutral posture

Possible Causes
Find the root of the problem

Symptoms
Know the signs before it worsens

1.  Cystocele (bladder)
2.  Urethocele (urethra)
3.  Uterine (uterus)
4.  Vaginal Vault (post hysterectomy)
5.  Enterocele (small bowel)
6.  Rectocele (rectum)

Normal position of 
pelvic organs

Prolapsed Bladder 
(cystocele)

Prolapsed Urethra 
(Urethocele) Prolapsed

 Rectum
(rectocele)

Prolapsed
Uterus

Cystocele & Urethocele Rectocele Uterine Prolapse

Bladder Rectum

Vagina

VaginaAnal Sphincter

Uterus

Urethra   

Pelvic floor muscles 
(levator ani)



NO OBLIQUE TWISTS 
LIKE BICYCLES 

NO PIKES, PLANKS, 
MOUNTAIN CLIMBERS, 

SIDE PLANKS 

NO SPINAL EXTENSION 
LIKE COBRAS, WHEELS, 

OR BACK BENDS

NO EXERCISES LIKE LEG 
LEVERS, CRUNCHES, 
PILATES HUNDREDS 

Tips!

Be patient with 
your new body. 
Even newborns 
need 12 months 
to walk.

Always have 
good posture 
to decrease 
the amount of 
pressure on the  
abdominals.

Schedule regular 
massages to 
release muscle 
tension and 
speed up 
recovery time.

Loose any 
excess fat to 
make abdominal 
engagement 
easier. 

Diastasis recti is not gender specific 
and can be caused by genetics, 
posture, obesity and trauma to 
the abdominal wall.  In mothers 
the separation usually snaps back 
together after delivery. However, 
some do not and go undiagnosed. 

With a desire to return to pre-
pregnancy weight, mothers tend 
to return to their previous workout  
routine, yet with a weakened 
abdominal wall and pelvic floor 
this can cause the separation to 
worsen.

Mothers need to give their  
muscles the proper time to heal 
and strengthen. This an essential  
component to gaining a flat tummy 
and the foundation for a safe return 
to high intensity fitness.

Diastasis Recti
Your workouts may be making it worse!



Completion date: ___________________

MEASUREMENTS

RIGHT ARM: ______________ 

LEFT ARM:  _____________

CHEST:  _______________

WAIST:  _______________

HIPS:  ________________

RIGHT THIGH: __________

LEFT THIGH: ____________

RIGHT CALF: ______________

LEFT CALF: __________________

WEIGHT:_____________________

DIASTASIS

BELLY BUTTON:

 WIDTH: _________    DEPTH: _________

ABOVE NAVEL:

 WIDTH: _________    DEPTH: _________

BELOW NAVEL:

 WIDTH: _________    DEPTH: _________

Start date: __________________

MEASUREMENTS

RIGHT ARM: ______________

LEFT ARM: _____________

CHEST: _______________

WAIST: ______________

HIPS: _______________

RIGHT THIGH: ________

LEFT THIGH: __________

RIGHT CALF: ____________

LEFT CALF: ______________

WEIGHT: ____________________

DIASTASIS

BELLY BUTTON:

 WIDTH:  ________  DEPTH: ________

ABOVE NAVEL:

 WIDTH:  ________  DEPTH: ________

BELOW NAVEL:

 WIDTH:  ________ DEPTH: ________

1Record your measurements at the beginning of 
each 6 week phase of the Post-Natal Essentials 

program. Tracking progress will help keep you 
motivated.

2You made it through the full 18 weeks. Record 
your measurements to see how far you have 

come. Now that you have trained your core you can 
begin a core strengthening routine.

BEFORE
attach photo here

AFTER
attach photo here

4
months




