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About the author 
 

 
 
Hi, I’m Deborah Beard and I’m a fitness instructor, tutor and assessor for YMCAfit – the UK’s most 
established fitness training provider. I’ve worked in this incredible industry since 2003, teaching a 
range of courses aimed at fitness professionals. My speciality, however, is the fascinating topic of 
exercise and pregnancy.  
 
I have also recently become a mum.  
 
Indeed, as I write this book, my baby is 17 weeks old and so many of the feelings that you may be 
experiencing right now are still very fresh in my own mind too. I love exercise and, if you’re anything 
like me, you’re probably keen to get back in shape, while also still getting to grips with the day-to-
day, and night-to-night, demands of life as a mum. 
 
However, as I have taught over the years, this is a challenge that needs careful planning, it’s one you 
can’t rush into and one you need to approach in the right way. Hence the reason for this book. I 
want to make your return to fitness and to life as you, rather than as mum, a safe, enjoyable and 
achievable experience. 
 
On YMCAfit’s Exercise and Pregnancy course students learn about the physiological changes that 
take place and the effect that these will have on exercise, both during pregnancy and the postnatal 
period. It’s a course that I love teaching and much of what we teach to physiotherapist and gym 
instructors will have huge relevance to mums, which is why I hope to relay much of it to you, in bite 
size chunks, over the coming pages. 
 
This book will therefore explore the safest way for you to return to exercise after having your baby 
and help you to set realistic expectations for yourself. We will also look at how you can use your 
support network to become more active and we’ll explore the benefits of getting out and about as 
much as possible with your new addition.  
 
However, although I am a fitness professional, I am not a midwife or a doctor and although the 
exercise-related information you’re about to read is based on real-life research, much of this book 
comes from my own personal opinion and experiences and should therefore not be used as a 
substitute for medical consultation. Indeed, my advice on this front is simple: consult your GP or 
other healthcare professional before commencing any programme of exercise, and stop immediately 
if you feel faint, dizzy or have any physical discomfort or pain. Other than that, have fun and go for 
it! 
 
Enjoy the book. 
Debs  



Chapter 1 
Now you’re a mum 
 
What has happened to your body and what will happen now?  
 
As you are all too aware, your body went through some incredible changes during your pregnancy, 
many of which will now need to be considered as you recover from giving birth. 
 
Of course in the early days you’ll feel like you have been in a boxing ring. Indeed, even if you had a 
straightforward, natural labour, you will have put in a massive physical and emotional effort to bring 
your baby into the world. I remember finding it very difficult just to get from my hospital bed to the 
shower for the first time and to move from one room to another once I returned home.   
 
The type of delivery you had will have a huge bearing on how soon you can return to exercise and 
there will be more on this in a later chapter, but whether Caesarean or vaginal, be prepared for the 
physical restrictions to last for a while and accept that even walking a short distance will feel like a 
marathon.   
 
Regardless of this, the one form of exercise you can and should do with immediate effect are your 
pelvic floor contractions. I will refer to this again and again over the coming pages because 
exercising this muscle group really is vital for a good recovery and for prevention of continence 
issues later in life.  
 
During your pregnancy, your body has been doing a wonderful thing. During your labour, your body 
has done yet another wonderful thing so be patient and kind to it during your postnatal period.  
Don’t attempt to replicate those celebrities you’ll inevitably see in the media who seemingly spring 
back into shape immediately. It is completely normal for you to still look pregnant for some time 
after birth.  
 
For starters, it takes 10 to 12 days just for your uterus to shrink back to its original size. Add to that 
the fact that your body will have been storing fat reserves in preparation for breastfeeding and it’s 
fair to say that you will be carrying normal, natural and expected extra weight for a little while yet.   
 
Many women like to weigh themselves on the day of the birth, both before and after, as it’s the 
most dramatic weight loss you will ever experience. However, once your milk comes in around days 
four to six, you can expect those scales to start creeping back up. Bearing all this in mind, I’d say that 
you’re best off staying away from the scales altogether!  
 
As well as all the physical changes, there will be emotional changes to consider too. You may have 
heard of the baby blues, which is a feeling of low mood, tearfulness and exhaustion. In most women, 
this usually happens around days four to six, which coincides with your milk supply coming in. These 
feelings are generally linked to a crash in the pregnancy hormones and a surge of the breastfeeding 
ones in their place, so it’s quite understandable that your poor body and mind are all over the place 
at this life-changing time.  
 
The baby blues can usually last a few days, but if your symptoms last for longer or if you feel that 
things are becoming unbearably desperate, then it may be the sign of postnatal depression and I 
would advise that you talk openly to your partner, midwife, health visitor or GP about it. They can 
point you towards appropriate help or support. 
 



Of course, this is a truly magical time and you will undoubtedly find yourself staring at your baby for 
hours and marvelling at the miracle of human life. My husband and I still regularly look at our 
daughter in awe and wonder how on earth we created such a perfect little human. Enjoy these times 
and be proud of what you have achieved.  
 
You may well find that exercise is the last thing on your mind, even if you were a gym addict before 
you had your baby. However, you are probably reading this book because you want to get back to 
exercise and over the coming pages we’ll look at the best way do this, with one key thing in mind: a 
gradual approach is the best way forward. Remember, it took nine months for your body to change, 
so expect it to take nine months to get back to how it was.  
 
 
 
  



Chapter 2 
Type of labour  
 
Vaginal delivery  
The most common and medically preferred option for bringing a new human being into this world is 
via a natural, vaginal birth. As women, we are biologically designed to give birth in this way and 
clearly we have been doing so for thousands of years. However, complications can occur and 
thankfully when they do we now have highly skilled medics on hand to give us the treatment and 
intervention we, and our babies, need.  
 
Common interventions in childbirth include the use of forceps, curved, tong-like instruments that 
allow the doctor or midwife to make contact with the baby inside and assist him or her out. Another 
common intervention is the ventouse, an odd looking piece of equipment that is attached to the 
baby’s head via a suction cup, essentially acting as a vacuum and allowing him or her to be pulled 
into the world. An episiotomy, meanwhile, is when the medical professional makes a surgical cut to 
the vagina to create enough room for the baby to come out. As you can imagine, or remember, 
there will be a great deal of soreness associated with an episiotomy cut and you will have a painful 
perineum (the muscle between the vagina and the anus) for quite some time after labour. The cut 
will need to be stitched and healing can take a while. Similarly, women sometimes tear their 
perineum naturally during childbirth which can also require stitches. Importantly, in these 
circumstances you will need to wait until you are feeling less tender in the vaginal area before you 
start any exercise programme. Some women, however, will not experience much pain at all in this 
area after giving birth, but it is still advisable to take your time before becoming too active.  
 
As I mentioned earlier, just walking from one room to another can prove quite challenging for a lot 
of mums after giving birth. I remember overdoing the walking in the first week and my pelvic floor 
muscles didn’t like it at all!  You will of course also be bleeding quite heavily at this time. This blood 
and discharge loss is called lochia, it can last anywhere between two to six weeks and usually starts 
off heavy and then becomes gradually lighter over the days and weeks that follow. It’s very 
important that you use pads rather than tampons during this time to reduce the risk of infection.  
 
It is not advisable to undertake any vigorous activity during this time as you are still at risk of 
haemorrhaging during these early days. By doing pelvic floor exercises, not only will you be working 
on strengthening the muscles, but you will also be encouraging blood flow to the area which will in 
turn promote healing. To learn how to carry out pelvic floor exercises, skip ahead to the Types of 
Exercise chapter where you will find a clear explanation of how to do them.  
 
Caesarean section 
During this type of labour, a cut into the abdominal area is made and the abdominal muscles are 
separated, not cut as is often incorrectly assumed.  
 
However, even though these muscles are not cut, there are many other layers of tissue that are, so 
this clearly makes for a major and involved operation. Some people see this as the easy option and 
you will often hear the phrase ‘too posh to push’, but this procedure, and recovery from it, is by no 
means a breeze. Indeed, the recovery from a C-section is generally much longer than that of a 
vaginal delivery. As for exercise, it is advised that you do not drive for at least six weeks after a 
caesarean, so returning to an exercise regimen is obviously out of the question. 
 
However, as with a vaginal delivery, it’s never too early to start those pelvic floor squeezes. It’s also 
good to carry out some static abdominal contractions, which will work your deep, stabilising core 
muscles. After a C-section, it’s normal to feel numb for quite a while so you may not be able to feel 



yourself working your abdominal muscles and pelvic floor, but if you are confident you knew how to 
contract them before then continue with it even if you can’t feel much. I remember feeling so 
disappointed in the early days after birth as I really couldn’t tell if I was engaging my pelvic floor or 
not!  
 
As a general rule of thumb, regardless of the type of delivery, it is advisable to wait until you have 
had your six-week check with your GP before embarking on a specific exercise programme. A C-
section delivery requires a longer recovery period, usually about 10 to 12 weeks, but your GP will 
discuss this with you.  
 
In the next chapter, we will look at what activities are safe to carry out before your six-week check 
and how to progress gradually thereafter.  
 
 
  



Chapter 3 
Before and after your six-week check 
 
There are two key postnatal periods with which you need to be familiar: the immediate postnatal 
period – the first six weeks after birth – and the extended postnatal period – six weeks post-birth 
and onwards. Put simply, you should not start a vigorous exercise programme in the immediate 
postnatal period. However, there are a few activities that you could carry out at this time and we will 
come on to these shortly.  
 
After you have had your baby you will see a midwife and a health visitor in the first few weeks and 
then you and your baby will have a scheduled check-up with your GP at around six weeks. During 
this visit, your baby will be examined and your GP will ask you a variety of questions about how you 
have been recovering. As we’ve already stated, your body will have gone through an awful lot over 
the nine months of your pregnancy, and we won’t go in to too much detail here, but one affected 
area that we do need to concern ourselves with are the changes in your abdominal muscles.  
 
During pregnancy the rectus abdominis (your six-pack) muscles lengthen and separate in order to 
accommodate your growing foetus. It takes time for these muscles to return to normal after birth 
and it’s important that you do not do any abdominal curls or sit-ups whilst they are still separated 
because you will strengthen them in their lengthened position, and hinder their recovery. Before you 
start doing any sit-ups or abdominal curls, you will need to ask your doctor to do a ‘rec check’, 
whereby they feel your abdominal muscles whilst you are lying on your back. By doing this, they will 
be able to tell you if your abdominal muscles have returned to their pre-pregnancy state. An exercise 
and pregnancy instructor should also be able to carry out this check for you. It’s not standard for GPs 
to do this at the six-week check, so make sure you ask them to do it for you. Once the doctor has 
confirmed that your rectus abdominis has returned appropriately, then you can start a gradual, 
progressive abdominal programme, which will be covered in a little more detail shortly. However, 
even if your muscles haven’t returned to their normal position, you can still perform static 
contractions for the abdominals, which may even help this area of the body go back to normal 
sooner. A description of how to do these contractions can be found in the Types of Exercise section.   
 
As discussed earlier, if you have had a C-section, you will have to wait a while longer before you can 
return to exercise. It’s usually around 10 to 12 weeks so speak to your doctor about your individual 
situation and follow his or her advice.  
 
 
High impact exercise 
 
There is no doubt that your pelvic floor will have been a topic of conversation during your pregnancy 
and this will continue to be the case for a while yet. This is another change in the body that you will 
need to be aware of if you are keen to return to exercise. Your pelvic floor muscles are structured 
like a hammock that runs from your pubic bone at the front of your body to your coccyx (tailbone) at 
the bottom of your spine. These muscles literally are the floor of your pelvis and they have an 
important job to perform by keeping you continent. Because of where these muscles are positioned, 
they constantly have gravity working against them when you are in a standing position. During 
pregnancy, a rapidly growing foetus is adding more pressure and the hormones are working to make 
this area of your body more elastic in preparation for childbirth. Quite understandably, it is not a 
good idea to carry out high impact exercise whilst you are pregnant as this will apply even more 
pressure to the area. If you have had a vaginal delivery, the baby has to pass through these muscles 
on his journey into the world. So, all this considered, your pelvic floor muscles will have had quite a 
workout and you’ll need to take good care of them.  



 
Limiting high impact exercise in the first three months after labour is also advisable to allow the 
pelvic floor time to recover appropriately. Even if you had a C-section it’s important to remember 
that the weight of your growing baby has been pressing down on your pelvic floor for nine months 
and the muscle group will be weakened, especially if you have had a baby before.  
 
Startlingly, statistics show that 33% of mums still suffer from stress incontinence (leaking of urine) 
some nine months after birth [Incontinence survey on 1423 women aged 16-54. Gallup poll 1994]. 
Worryingly many of these mums just continue to suffer in silence as they think that it is the norm 
after having a baby.  
 
The good news is that, with work, the pelvic floor can return to its previous strength and function. As 
I mentioned earlier, my baby is four months old and in the first week after her birth, I couldn’t 
believe how weak my pelvic floor felt. I was convinced that it would never go back to normal despite 
my knowledge of the subject. I had spent nine months of pregnancy avidly working on my pelvic 
floor, but I had a particularly forceful labour and I also had an episiotomy. This meant that the 
muscle group had quite a bit of recovering to do so I had to be very patient and disciplined with my 
exercises.   
 
Breastfeeding and intensity levels 
 
If you are breastfeeding your baby, you need to consider the intensity levels when exercising.  
During pregnancy, a hormone called relaxin is released and its job is to increase elasticity in the 
ligaments around the pelvis to allow it to widen for childbirth. However, the body isn’t quite clever 
enough to restrict this hormone to the pelvic area, so instead it affects all joints. This can lead to 
injury if you over-do it because joints move more than they are naturally designed to do.  
 
Although this is primarily a pregnancy hormone, it is still present whilst breastfeeding and therefore 
it’s important that you limit high impact exercise and advanced stretching to avoid irreparable 
damage to the joints and ligaments. It is also thought that exercising at a very high intensity can 
affect the taste of breast milk, making it bitter. However, there isn’t any conclusive evidence to 
prove this and the intensity would have to be extreme for this even to be a factor to consider. If this 
is a concern for you, then ensure that you breastfeed your baby before a training session. Having 
empty breasts will also make you feel more comfortable when exercising. It is also very important 
for you to remain well hydrated whilst breastfeeding as dehydration can affect your milk production. 
If you are exercising, you will need extra fluids to ensure your milk is not compromised.  
 
Exercises you can do in the immediate postnatal period (before your six-week check) 
 
Do 

 Pelvic floor contractions (fast and slow)  

 Static abdominal contractions 

 Walk 
 
Don’t  

 Run or do any other high impact exercise such as jumping or bouncing 

 Swim (unless your bleeding has stopped, due to the risk of infection)  

 Do any advanced stretching (because of the relaxin) 
 
 
 



Exercises for the extended postnatal period (after your six-week check) 
 
There isn’t a specific list of exercises that you should start doing once you are back in action as it 
very much depends on your exercise history and, most importantly, what you enjoy. If you enjoy a 
particular type of exercise or sport then you are far more likely to adhere to it. However, consider 
what we have discussed already when making your exercise choices: it’s important to adopt a 
gradual approach. In the next chapter, we will look at the different types of exercise you could 
include, with a few examples of each.  
 
 
 
  



Chapter 4 
Types of exercise: finding the right exercise for you 
  
Different people have different motivations for exercise. Some people do it because they love the 
feeling that they get after their session, others may do it for weight loss, gain or maintenance and 
some may do it for the feeling of escapism that they get, or even for social reasons. It may therefore 
be wise for you to analyse your own motivations for exercise and then you can remind yourself of 
this when necessary.  
 
I once read in a running magazine that when you are trying to make excuses for not training, 
consider the fact that you never regret going for a run, but you will regret not going. I often remind 
myself of this if I am trying to talk myself out of an exercise session.  
 
I am a fitness instructor so if I didn’t practise what I preach then I would be a hypocrite, but I 
genuinely do feel that exercise makes a huge difference to my wellbeing. If I don’t exercise for a few 
days, I start to feel quite cranky and lethargic, but once I have blown the cobwebs away by going for 
a walk or a run then I feel immeasurably better. Clearly, with a newborn baby, you have to want to 
exercise otherwise it may be difficult to make it a priority. One of your top priorities may be getting 
some sleep, but you’ll be surprised how much a stroll around the block can make you feel better.  
 
With a new baby, you are exercising in the non-traditional sense as you are regularly carrying them 
around. As they get bigger, you are working harder. I am not suggesting that you use your baby as a 
dumbbell, but just through looking after them day-to-day you will inevitably do a fair amount of 
lifting and carrying. It is not unusual to find yourself getting a bit out of breath when you are playing 
with your baby, or when using a baby carrier. Indeed, you might feel like you are pregnant again as 
the sensation of carrying around all that extra weight comes back to you. These bonus activity 
sessions will do you no harm at all, but you will need to think about your posture.  
 
One of the classes that I teach is Pilates which requires a strong awareness of posture. Before I had a 
baby, I used to look at the way friends and family tended to their children and criticise their posture, 
but now I am one of them. When you are changing a nappy, you are often kneeling on the floor with 
your shoulders hunched over. When you are carrying your baby around the house and trying to put 
things away in the cupboard at the same time, your spine isn’t usually in the optimum position and 
even when you are pushing the pram outside, you may find yourself hunched over the handle bars. 
If you can get to a Pilates or yoga class, or any class that focuses on posture and core control, it may 
help you to become more aware of how you could correct the poor positions that you are getting 
yourself into on a daily basis.  
 
Generally speaking, during pregnancy the muscles of the upper back become lengthened and weak 
and the muscles of the chest become short and tight. This is due to the weight of your growing 
breasts pulling you forward. In order to counteract this, it’s important to perform back strengthening 
exercises during and after pregnancy and we will look at some specific exercises shortly.  
 
There are four core components of fitness that should be included in any exercise regimen in order 
to create a balanced approach:  
 

1. Cardiovascular 
2. Muscular strength and muscular endurance 
3. Flexibility 
4. Motor skills 

 



Cardiovascular  
 
This type of activity will get your heart rate up and make you feel out of breath. The scientific 
definition is the ability to take in, transport and utilise oxygen. Cardiovascular, or CV, exercise 
encompasses anything that uses the large muscle groups, such as those found in your legs and 
bottom. Some examples of cardiovascular exercise include: 
 

 Walking/jogging/running 

 Cycling 

 Aerobics  

 Swimming 
 
Benefits 
 
By performing 30 minutes of CV activity five to seven days a week at a moderate intensity you will 
reduce your risk of cardiovascular disease, some cancers and type 2 diabetes. The 30 minutes can be 
accumulated throughout the day and can be broken down into three 10-minute bouts of activity, 
making it more achievable. However, to prevent obesity, 45 to 60 minutes of physical activity a day 
may be required. As a new mum, it is not advisable to jump straight to a 60 minute CV session as 
soon as you have had your six-week check. The goal at this stage should be to do a little bit of 
activity each day to a comfortable level. When choosing your exercise, bear in mind the physiological 
changes that we talked about in the previous chapter.  
 
Having a good level of CV fitness will enable you to keep up with your fast approaching toddler, so 
make this type of exercise a stepping stone to your long-term goal! More information on the 
importance of physical activity can be found on the Department of Health Website (www.dh.gov.uk). 
 
Muscular strength and muscular endurance 
 
This type of exercise improves the capability of individual muscle groups by improving their strength 
(the ability to control heavy loads for short periods of time) or their endurance (to control moderate 
loads over an extended period of time). The following are a few examples of muscular strength and 
endurance exercises: 
 

 Resistance machines in the gym 

 Free weights (barbells and dumbbells)  

 Yoga  

 Body conditioning/body sculpt classes  
 

By carrying out these types of exercises two to three times a week, you will reduce your risk of 
osteoporosis, increase your resting metabolic rate (this means you will burn more calories when you 
are not exercising), your shape and posture will improve, the strength and endurance of specific 
muscles will increase, and you will have an improved ability to carry out everyday tasks, such as 
pushing the pram and picking up your baby.  
 
As delightful as these benefits are, lifting heavy loads with a weak pelvic floor is not a good idea, so it 
is best to wait until you are recovered before embarking on a heavy resistance training programme.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.dh.gov.uk/


Flexibility 
 
This is the amount of movement available around a joint. It’s the ability of a muscle to lengthen to 
the level that it is designed to. You will likely have seen some people who can’t touch their toes or 
reach around their back to fasten their bra strap. This is an example of poor flexibility. Flexibility is 
challenged in yoga and Pilates classes and there should be a flexibility section included in the cool 
down of any class or gym programme. To gain the following benefits, stretching should take place 
five to seven days a week. Some of the benefits of keeping flexible are improved posture, increased 
range of movement, maintenance or development of muscle length, and relaxation.  
 
As we mentioned earlier, relaxin will still be floating around your system after you have given birth, 
and it will be present even longer if you are breastfeeding, so it’s important that you only carry out 
stretches that last for a short while (10-15 seconds). Some of the stretches that take place in a yoga 
class, for example, can be lovely but quite intense and although you may be pleasantly surprised that 
you seem more flexible than you used to be, over-stretching will not be good for the long-term 
health of your joints.  
 
Motor skills 
 
Motor skills is the collective term given to balance, agility, coordination, power, reaction time and 
speed. This component of fitness is highly important for skill-related sports such as football, rugby, 
boxing and dancing. However, it’s important for us all to work on our motor skills. You will be 
challenging them by taking part in team sports, joining an aerobics class or a dynamic yoga session. 
Some of the benefits include improved coordination (a necessary skill with a newborn), improved 
proprioception (an example of this is climbing stairs and being spatially aware), faster reaction times 
and improved balance (thus decreasing the risk of falls).  
 
The good news is that your motor skills are challenged automatically by taking part in most exercise 
so you shouldn’t need to make a specific effort to incorporate this into your exercise plan. Consider 
that during pregnancy, your centre of gravity and balance will have changed dramatically. You will 
probably remember bumping into things and getting stuck in small spaces in the later stages of 
pregnancy. Although your bump will no longer be there, your balance may still be affected, so bear 
this in mind before joining an advanced choreography dance class!  
 
Although it is important to aim to work on each of these components of fitness, the best advice I can 
give is to take up an exercise that you enjoy. So many people join a gym each year, pay a monthly 
membership and never go because they don’t like it. Realistically, exercising with a new baby will be 
a bit of a juggling act that will require precious time and effort, but the physical and emotional 
rewards will be worth it. 
 
Let’s now have a look at the different ways you can incorporate some exercise into your new life.  
 
Exercising at home 
 
You will be surprised how much you can do at home, even if you only have a small space. You could, 
for instance, create your own stepper machine by repeatedly climbing your stairs, giving you a great 
cardiovascular workout. You can also do squats and lunges anywhere in the house, not to mention 
press-ups, challenging your muscular strength and endurance. An additional benefit is that you can 
do these exercises whilst your baby is near you, or when they are asleep. Read on to discover a few 
workout ideas that are great to carry out in the comfort of your own home.  
 



Exercising outside 
 
If you are short on babysitters, you will need to take your baby out with you. Walking outside with 
the pram is great exercise for you and research shows that fresh air helps a baby to sleep better. You 
will be amazed at how much a stroll around the block will clear your sleep-deprived head, making 
you feel much better. Realistically, it is not safe for you to use the pram as an exercise tool, but the 
sheer effort of pushing your baby up a hill whilst walking at speed will challenge even the fittest of 
people. If this is your second child, a double buggy is double the workout! 
 
Exercising alone or in a group 
 
If you exercised before your pregnancy, you may have preferred group exercise over exercising 
alone, or vice versa. There should be a range of specific postnatal classes in your local area that you 
can join. This is a great way of meeting other new mums and more often than not these groups 
involve activity with the pushchair, so there will be no babysitters required.  
 
However, providing you have had your six-week check and have been signed off by the doctor, you 
can take part in your usual exercise classes. Doing this can make you feel like your old self again and 
it’s a great way to switch off and have some time for yourself. You will need to ensure that you listen 
to the easier alternatives that the class instructor offers, particularly if you are only just outside of 
your immediate postnatal period. If the instructor isn’t offering you alternatives, don’t be afraid to 
ask as it’s their job to ensure that all members of their class are catered for. However, not all 
instructors are exercise and pregnancy trained so you may need to do your research before 
assuming that your usual instructor will know how to accommodate you.  
 
If you prefer to exercise alone, and you have had your six-week check you can do any exercise that 
you feel comfortable with as long as you use caution with impact in the first three months. Some 
people love the idea of being led by an instructor as they need the motivation, whereas others 
prefer solitary training so that they can get lost in their own thoughts, or switch off. Throughout life, 
you may find that your preferences change. Any activity that you take part in is better than doing 
nothing at all.  
 
People often assume that to get fit and gain the health benefits of exercise, there has to be blood, 
sweat and tears involved. This is simply not true and, in fact, research has shown that you reap far 
more health benefits by being generally more active each day rather than going to the gym three 
times a week, but being sedentary for the rest of the time. So if you don’t feel ready for structured 
exercise just yet, don’t worry, just use the stairs instead of the lift, walk instead of drive, do your 
pelvic floor contractions instead of just standing in a queue and go to the supermarket rather than 
doing your shopping online.  
 
Remember, the recommended amount of daily activity can be accumulated in three 10-minute 
chunks if necessary, so every little helps. Below are some exercise examples to get you moving. You 
can also find more information on these exercises, together with some short videos at our YMCA 
Mums’ Health magazine: 
http://www.pocketmags.com/viewmagazine.aspx?titleid=1270&title=YMCA+Mums'+Health 
 
CV exercise  
 
As discussed, CV exercise is anything that gets you out of breath.  
 

http://www.pocketmags.com/viewmagazine.aspx?titleid=1270&title=YMCA+Mums'+Health


You can always find an excuse to get out and about with the pram rather than taking the car. In 
order to add an extra challenge to that stroll, why not try walking intervals. 
 
Walking intervals 
 

 Walk for five minutes at a moderate pace until you feel warmed up 

 Walk as fast as you can for two minutes 

 Walk at moderate pace for one minute to recover 

 Repeat these intervals five to eight times so that you have been working out for about 20 to 
30 minutes in total 
 

Depending on your fitness level and how far postnatal you are, you could always change the walking 
intervals to running intervals instead. However, you will need to consider the temperature outside 
as running towards the wind with an outward facing pram may cause too much of a chill for your 
baby who will not be able to regulate his or her body temperature as well as you can. Also, please 
consider the safety of running with a pram or a buggy; specific buggies are available for activity and 
all of them include some form of strap to attach you to your buggy. You can’t be too careful, so don’t 
take any risks.  
 
Use the stairs 
 
When you are out with the pram, it’s not practical for you to use the stairs in shopping centres or at 
stations. However, if you have your baby in a sling/baby carrier then there is no reason not to take 
the stairs. With the added weight attached to you, it’ll be like walking stairs with dumbbells. If you 
have stairs at home, you can use them as a good CV workout without the need to leave the house. 
Walk up and down the stairs as many times as you can. You can make this harder by climbing two 
stairs at a time. Once again though, don’t push yourself too hard or take any risks if you are carrying 
your baby. 
 
If you belong to a gym, there will be a range of CV equipment for you to use such as treadmills, 
cross-trainers, bikes and rowers. There may also be classes for you to attend that will challenge your 
CV fitness.  
 
Muscular strength and muscular endurance exercises 
 
These types of exercise are often referred to as toning or conditioning. If you are pushed for time, 
it’s a good idea to work the largest muscle groups of the body such as the chest, legs, bottom and 
back. This is because larger muscle groups will burn more calories and the majority of the time you 
will also be working some of the smaller muscles inadvertently. Classes such as sculpt, ‘legs, bums 
and tums’ or body conditioning will challenge your muscular strength and endurance.  
 
Squats – 2 sets of 25 
This exercise works your thighs and bottom. 
 

1. Stand with your feet hip width apart or slightly wider with the feet facing forwards or slightly 
outwards 

2. Your heels should remain down throughout the exercise  
3. Bend the knees and the hips, lowering until the knees are at 90 degrees 
4. Maintain a neutral position throughout the movement 
5. Keep the head up and the eyes facing forward 
6. Ensure that the knees travel in line with the feet and stay behind the toes 



7. Push strongly with the legs to regain an upright position but without locking your knees  
 
Lunges – 2 sets of 25 
This exercise works your thighs and bottom. 
 

1. Position your feet hip width apart with the toes facing forwards 
2. Step directly forward with one leg and then lower towards the floor 
3. The step should be a sufficient distance to enable both knees to bend at a right angle 

without the trailing knee contacting the floor 
4. Keep the body upright and the toes pointing forwards 
5. Drive back with the leg to the starting position, then repeat alternating the leading leg 
6. Maintain the feet at hip width apart whilst alternating the stepping action. This helps to 

maintain a stable base 
7. Relax the shoulders and arms 

 
Press-ups – 2 sets of 12 
This exercise works your chest muscles and the back of your arms. 
  

1. Come down to the floor so that your hands and the bottom of your thighs are in contact 
with the floor (be careful not to put pressure on your knee cap) 

2. Position the hands shoulder width and a half apart 
3. Bend the elbows to lower the body towards the floor 
4. Straighten elbows without locking out the joint, to lift the body up 
5. Keep the spine as neutral as possible and the shoulders away from the ears 

 
You can make this exercise easier by bending your knees more so that you are in a box position, or 
harder by lifting your knees from the floor and resting on your toes 
 
Back extension – 2 sets of 12 
This exercise works the muscles in your back.  
 

1. Lie on your tummy  
2. Place the hands either at the side of the thighs or at the side of the head. The position of the 

hands will change the intensity 
3. Raise the head and shoulders up  
4. Keep looking forwards and slightly down as if you are looking into a pool of water 
5. Gently lower back down to the floor 
6. Avoid lifting too high. Just a few inches off the floor is enough of a challenge 
7. Keep your feet in contact with the floor 

 
Pelvic floor 
 
I have already explained the importance of the pelvic floor muscles and their role in pregnancy and 
childbirth and here is just a little more detail about how they are structured and most importantly, 
how to carry out the exercises that strengthen them.  
 
Two layers make up the pelvic floor, one superficial and one deep. Each layer is made up of two 
particular types of muscle fibre: 
 
Slow twitch – These fibres are slow to fatigue. They have the ability to produce a comparatively long 
contraction, though not a very strong one.  



Fast twitch – These fibres have the ability to produce immediate, strong contractions. 
 
The combination of these two types of muscle fibre in the pelvic floor enable it to maintain tone and 
endurance and also to respond to sudden rises in abdominal pressure such as coughing, sneezing, 
laughing and exercising.  
 
How to carry out pelvic floor contractions 
 

1. In any position, sitting, standing or lying, have the legs slightly apart 
2. Draw up and close the back passage/anus as if to stop yourself passing wind 
3. Draw up and close the front passage as if to stop the flow of urine 
4. Squeeze and lift up inside the vagina 
5. Keep breathing naturally 
6. Hold for a few seconds and then let go slowly 
7. Try to increase the length of hold for 10 seconds 
8. Repeat up to 10 times an hour 

 
Once the technique of the pelvic floor exercises becomes familiar, quick one-second contractions 
can be practised in addition to the slow, held ones.  
 
One test that indicates whether your pelvic floor strength is adequate is to try and stop the flow of 
urine mid-stream. However, this test should only be carried out occasionally due to the risk of 
retaining stale urine which could cause infections. A more fun test is to carry out a star jump on a 
trampoline at the same time as coughing, and seeing if you remain completely dry! 
 
The slow and fast pelvic floor contractions outlined here target both the deep and superficial 
muscles and they should be practised regularly – approximately 100 times a day. Aim to set yourself 
reminders by associating pelvic floor contractions with everyday activities such as breastfeeding your 
baby, making up their bottle or flushing after you have been to the loo. Another good tip is to put 
little red reminder stickers in places that you regularly visit, such as the fridge, the bathroom or even 
the car. 
 
Static abdominal contractions  
If you have some experience of exercise, you may be familiar with core stability exercises, which 
work your transverse abdominis together with other muscles of the trunk. Basically speaking, this is 
your deepest abdominal muscle, positioned closest to the spine. Because this muscle group is so 
close to the spine, one of its jobs is to provide support for it, which is very important during 
pregnancy. It’s common for women to suffer with a bad back whilst pregnant so it’s important to 
carry out this exercise both before and after you give birth. Working it may also help the more 
superficial abdominal muscles recover sooner. 
 

1. Start on your hands and knees 
2. Ensure that your hands are directly under your shoulders and you knees under your hips 
3. Your back should be in a flat, neutral position and your head in line with your neck 
4. Imagine that you are trying to draw your hip bones together  
5. Now draw your navel backwards as if you are trying to make it reach your spine 
6. Hold the contraction for as long as possible whilst continuing to breathe normally 
7. Relax and repeat up to 10 times  

 
This exercise can be done in any position, seated, lying, standing or kneeling.  

 



Abdominal curl – 2 sets of 15 
This exercise works the tummy muscles at the front of your body. However, as discussed earlier, the 
rectus abdominis muscles experience quite a change during pregnancy. It’s important that you start 
very gradually when exercising this muscle group, and before carrying out the version described 
below, you should start with small head raises from a lying position before attempting to lift the 
shoulder blades from the floor. You should also make exercising your pelvic floor a priority over 
exercising the rectus abdominis. Once you can perform approximately 20 head lifts, you could then 
progress, but always listen to your body and remember: this muscle group shouldn’t be worked until 
you have had your ‘rec check’ (see six-week check section).  
 

1. Lie on your back with your legs bent at a 90 degree angle and your feet flat on the floor 
2. Place your hands at the sides of your head 
3. Curl your head and shoulders, lifting the spine 20 to 30 degrees from the floor 
4. Gently lower the head and shoulders back to the starting position in a controlled manner 
5. Avoid pulling your head  

 
You can make the exercise easier by placing the arms across the chest, or harder by raising the arms 
straight up above your head. 
 
Flexibility 
 
As well as allowing you to move more freely day to day, stretching your muscles can be a very 
relaxing part of your exercise regimen. Ideally, muscles should only be stretched when they are 
warm, so do these movements at the end of your workout. Remember, if you are breastfeeding you 
will still have the hormone relaxin in your system which will make your joints and ligaments more 
unstable than they used to be, so be careful not to over-do it. Stretches should be held for between 
10 to 15 seconds each. If you like attending classes, you should get a nice challenge for your 
flexibility in classes such as yoga, Pilates and ‘stretch and relax’.  
 
Here are the descriptions for some of the main stretches that you can do daily or after carrying out 
the exercises listed above. However, this is not an exhaustive list and there may be other muscle 
groups that you would also like to stretch.   
 
Hamstring stretch (back of your thigh) 

1. Lying on your back, with both legs out straight, raise one leg towards the chest and 
straighten the knee 

2. Hold the back of your thigh 
3. Keep your back on the floor 
4. Lift the leg towards you to the point where mild tension is felt at the back of the thigh 
5. Aim to straighten the knee fully on the stretching leg 

 
Quadriceps stretch (front of your thigh) 

1. Lying either on the tummy or on one side, raise one heel towards the buttocks and take hold 
of the ankle or the foot 

2. The bent leg should be in line with the rest of the body  
3. Only lift the leg to the point where mild tension is felt on the front of the thigh 
4. Tilt the hips slightly forward to increase the stretch 

 
Adductor stretch (inner thigh) 

1. Sit upright on your sitting bones with either the soles of the feet together or the legs 
straddled 



2. Keep the back straight and the chest lifted 
3. Do not allow the body to slump forwards 
4. Aim to feel a mild tension on the inside of the thigh 

 
Abductor stretch (outside of thigh/buttocks) 

1. Lying on your back, place one ankle on the opposite knee 
2. Draw the knee into the chest and relax the head and shoulders 
3. Feel the stretch on the outside of the hip 

 
This stretch can also be performed in the same way from a seated position. 
 
Trapezius stretch (upper back) 

1. Clasp your hands together in front of you at arm’s length 
2. Roll the shoulders forwards, separating the shoulder blades 
3. Look down between the arms 
4. Feel the stretch in the middle of the upper back 

 
Pectoral stretch (chest)  

1. Place your hands in the small of your back, drawing your elbows together 
2. Lift your chest and collar bone without allowing the head to fall backwards 
3. Feel the stretch across the front of the body at the chest 

 
  



Chapter 5 
Losing your baby weight 
 
If I could complete this book without writing this chapter then I would be happy to do so, but it’s the 
one question on many women’s lips after having a baby, so I feel that it’s a topic that can’t be 
ignored. Indeed, you may have been fantasising about it whilst you were still pregnant, making plans 
to get back into your jeans within a couple of months. Perhaps you were the other extreme and 
thought that you didn’t need to worry about weight while you were pregnant and could therefore 
eat what you wanted, put your feet up and that everything would fall into place after you had your 
baby. Whatever your position, losing baby weight is something a lot of mums want to achieve, often 
as quickly as possible. 
 
The simple truth is that during pregnancy, you actually only need to consume approximately 300 
additional calories a day from the second trimester. Some women, however, over-eat from the day 
they find out they are pregnant and consequently gain a large amount of weight, taking them well 
over the recommended 10 to 13kg weight gain for the full pregnancy.  
 
There is no mystery to this and, put bluntly, if you gain too much weight – or more appropriately, fat 
– in pregnancy, you will have more to lose afterwards, and at no point in the pregnancy should you 
be eating for two. 
 
It’s important for pregnant women to choose wisely when consuming their additional calories. If you 
have your extra calories in the form of a chocolate bar, you will not get the same lasting satiety 
obtained from a more starchy carbohydrate and lean protein snack, such as a jacket potato with 
tuna. However, when you want chocolate, you want chocolate! It’s a cliché but you will do well to 
accept the fact that it takes nine months to put the weight on, so it will likely take nine months to 
get it off again. During my pregnancy, I only gained the recommended amount of weight and I 
thought it would fall off within a week after giving birth. Four months on, I still have 5kg to lose.  
 
If you are breastfeeding your baby, it is recommended that you consume an additional 300 to 500 
calories per day. Similarly to pregnancy, choose wisely when it comes to what you eat so that you 
don’t waste your food intake on empty calories. Whilst you are feeding you will inevitably feel very 
hungry and it’s not wise to ignore this by going on a crash diet and worrying about your weight at 
this time. It can be frustrating as you want to give your baby the best you can, but at the same time, 
you may feel that want to get your body back after such a long time. If you remember the nine 
month rule, however, you won’t go far wrong. You will also need to ensure you are well hydrated to 
keep your milk production up, so plenty of water is advisable.  
 
The type of delivery that you had will also have a bearing on how soon you may lose your baby 
weight. If you had a C-section, you will likely be less mobile than if you had a vaginal delivery, due to 
the extended recovery period. Therefore, the amount of general daily activity that you carry out will 
be affected.  
 
Aim to be sensible with your food choices and activity levels and let how you are feeling be a guide.  
Don’t expect to get back to your pre-pregnancy weight for at least nine months and maybe even 
more if you are breastfeeding for longer as you will continue to need those extra calories. Every 
woman is different in terms of how quickly she will lose baby weight but you will already have 
enough on your plate with a new baby, without having the added pressure of changing your body.  
There will be other times in your life when you can dedicate time to this, but for now, my advice 
would to just be sensible and kind to yourself.    
 



Chapter 6 
Getting out and about 
 
Your first experience of going out after you have had your baby will probably be leaving hospital and, 
if you are travelling home by car, it may well be one of the most cautious journeys of your life. Most 
people feel overwhelmed and I remember thinking that the hospital must have made a terrible 
mistake letting me out to look after this new, tiny, vulnerable creature. Every parent I have spoken 
to has had a ‘What on earth are we supposed to do now?’ moment once they have taken their baby 
home.  
 
I really struggled emotionally in the first few weeks and found that I lost my confidence in doing the 
most basic things like filling my car up with petrol or doing the weekly shop. I felt too paranoid to go 
down the fridge and freezer aisles in case my baby froze and would panic if anyone came too close 
to the pram. After talking to other new mums, I realise that I was in the majority and some people 
don’t leave the house at all for the first few weeks, so it’s important that you do what feels 
manageable for you and try not to compare yourself to others. Small steps are the way forward and I 
would recommend writing down your daily achievements no matter how simple they seem. My list 
consisted of things like, ‘Went to Tesco and remembered everything that I went for’, ‘Spoke to two 
friends on the phone today’, and ‘I fed and changed the baby by myself’. By looking back on the list I 
could celebrate what I had achieved instead of feeling down about what I hadn’t.  
 
Another recommendation is to mix with other new mums because the chances are they will be 
experiencing the same feelings you are. By talking and sharing your experiences, you will be assured 
that you are not going mad and that everything you are feeling is perfectly normal. I realise that 
some people do not like the idea of mother and baby groups as they feel like they are forcing 
friendships that wouldn’t otherwise exist, but you may be surprised how therapeutic they can be. It 
doesn’t mean you have to be life-long friends who spend all their spare time together, but you can 
be part of a support network for each other at this time in your life. I have always been a very social 
person and I love being around people so I knew that going to this kind of group would be inevitable 
for me. It was a little bit like starting a new job where there are some people that you instantly click 
with and others that you don’t. Surround yourself with the people who support you and who you 
can support in return, rather than those who make you feel like a failure.  
 
I have already mentioned the benefits of fresh air for both you and your baby, and getting out with 
the pushchair is a great place to start to exercise the body and the mind. Of course, there may be 
some barriers to this. It may be that where you live means you need to drive somewhere to get to a 
walking path. The weather may also be a factor, and you will need sun or rain protection for the 
pram. And maybe you have other children, so perhaps it’s not that easy to take them with you on 
your walk. The type of delivery you had may also affect your activity levels; long walks shouldn’t take 
place in the first six weeks after a C-section. There will always be barriers, but if getting out and 
about is important to you, there is usually a way around them that will work.   
 
 
 
 
  



Chapter 7 
Friends and family 
 
Your friends and family will no doubt be eager to meet your new arrival and managing visitors can 
be quite a challenge when you are tired, hormonal and in pain. However, do not underestimate how 
much support your friends and family can give you in the early days and beyond.   
 
I am not lucky enough to have family on my doorstep but this doesn’t stop my husband’s family from 
frequently visiting and helping me out. In the first few weeks, they would encourage me to go to bed 
when they arrived so that I could try to catch up on some lost sleep and I strongly believe that this is 
what kept me going.  
 
Any new mother has to accept that a long block of unbroken sleep is out of the question in the early 
days, but if you have some help, the odd hour of sleep here and there can certainly keep you sane. 
It’s such a cliché but ‘sleep whilst the baby sleeps’ is the best advice I can give. I read this in many 
books before I gave birth and didn’t pay much attention to it, but it really is true that the housework 
and any other jobs can wait. Allow yourself to rest as much as you can without feeling guilty. I got to 
a stage where I would look forward to people coming over; not to see them, but because I knew I 
could pop upstairs for a nap whilst they cooed over my baby.  
 
So let us assume you are ready to exercise and need to enlist the help of friends and family whilst 
you do so. It depends on an individual’s opinion of exercise as to whether or not you feel 
comfortable asking them for help. If your friend doesn’t see exercise as a priority in life, asking her to 
babysit whilst you pop to the gym may be inappropriate, but for the people who know and 
understand your need to train, it’s a perfectly reasonable request. Most people would see it as 
acceptable to look after your baby whilst you went down the pub for dinner and drinks, so why not 
whilst you have a workout?  
 
Decide how your support network can help you out. Do you want your friend/family member to look 
after your baby whilst you exercise? Or maybe you would like them to accompany you on a long 
walk whilst you run backwards and forwards to lampposts, leaving them in charge of the pram. 
Perhaps you can set up an arrangement with other mums who are also keen exercisers taking it in 
turns to workout whilst looking after each other’s babies. If you are anything like me, you will feel 
guilty about doing anything for yourself that doesn’t directly benefit your baby, but it’s important to 
remember that if exercising/shopping/meditating or whatever else makes you happy, then it will 
most definitely have a positive effect on your ability to care for your baby. Try to remember that you 
and your baby are your own people and having time out from each other will benefit you both in the 
long run.   



Chapter 8 
Sign posting 
 
My personal experience of the NHS was a truly fantastic one. My antenatal care was very thorough 
and the midwives I saw were friendly and approachable. My labour didn’t go according to plan as 
there was meconium in my waters which meant that I had to be continuously monitored, put on a 
drip and couldn’t have the water birth that I wanted, but the midwives in the delivery ward were 
direct, encouraging and supportive. Before leaving hospital, I was given clear information about 
what to do in the event of postnatal issues and the home visits in the early days were so helpful. 
Even now, four months on, the health visitors in my area make it very easy for me to call them if I 
have any questions or concerns about my baby or myself.  
 
I realise that not everyone’s experience will be such a positive one, but be assured that the midwives 
and health visitors in your area are there to help you. I am still amazed that health visitors can be 
your point of contact until your child is five years old. You will find that there are plenty of drop-in 
clinics where you can get your baby weighed and ask for advice. Your health visitor will also be able 
to inform you of local baby massage and baby yoga courses that you can enrol on, both of which are 
a fantastic way of bonding with your baby. These courses are also a great opportunity to meet new 
mums and share your experiences.  
 
The NCT is a great support network too. If you didn’t sign up for this whilst you were pregnant, you 
can do so as a new mum. There are lots of events such as nearly new sales, breastfeeding workshops 
and coffee mornings that you can attend. More information can be found on their website, 
www.nct.org.uk. 
 
I am also grateful to the Royal College of Midwives for its support in the compilation of this book. 
You can find out more about the incredible work of the RCM and the thousands of inspirational 
midwives across the UK, whose role is so vital at such a life-changing time for millions of us, at 
www.rcm.org.uk. 
 
You may also be interested to know that there is a free YMCA Mums’ Health magazine available for 
tablets, smartphones and online – it even includes a few videos in which I demonstrate some of the 
exercises we’ve discussed here. You can find the magazine in the iTunes store or here: 
http://www.pocketmags.com/viewmagazine.aspx?titleid=1270&title=YMCA+Mums'+Health 
 
And lastly, if any of you are interested in finding out more about becoming a personal trainer 
yourself, then please visit the YMCAfit website – www.ymcafit.org.uk – where you’ll find all the 
information you’ll need on how to launch your own career in the fitness industry. 
 
 
Good luck… 
 
I have very much enjoyed writing this book and sharing my own experiences with you, and I hope 
that in some way it has been of interest and use to you, which was my ultimate goal for it. 
 
There’s no doubt that this is the most incredible, life-changing and inspirational time in your life, as 
well as being the most challenging, tiring and selfless. However, being a mum gets easier with time – 
or so other mums keep telling me – and I guess this must come down to being increasingly confident 
in your own mothering abilities as time goes on, and to becoming increasingly in tune with your little 
one’s needs and moods.   
 

http://www.nct.org.uk/
http://www.rcm.org.uk./
http://www.pocketmags.com/viewmagazine.aspx?titleid=1270&title=YMCA+Mums'+Health
http://www.ymcafit.org.uk/


Advice at this time is also in ample supply from friends and family, some of it not always of use or 
relevance. However, if you were to ask me the best advice I could give, it would be to ensure that 
this is a healthy and happy time; I would pass on the same advice that I was given: trust your 
instincts and just keep putting one foot in front of the other. 
 
I really believe that, as women, we develop a seventh sense once our babies are born and I feel that 
it’s so important to trust yourself.  
 
Thanks for taking the time to read this ebook. I wish you years of happiness with your new baby. 
 
See you soon, 
 
Debs 
 
 

Useful resources:  
 
Motherland – a magazine for women who happen to be mums: http://motherland.net/.  

Pram Active – an outdoor exercise class based in Manchester for mums. You can bring baby along 

too: http://www.pramactive.co.uk/.  

Working Mums – job and community site connecting working mums with employers: 

http://www.workingmums.co.uk/. 

 
 
 

http://motherland.net/
http://www.pramactive.co.uk/
http://www.workingmums.co.uk/

