Often-neglected muscle key
to helping incontinent women

By Cheryl Binning

KELLI BERZUK has a mission.

She wants women to know that they
have & muscle just a5 important as
those in their abs, thighs and arms.

It's called the pelvic floor muscle.
And it nesds exercise, too

“We all need to become more aware
of this muscle,” says Berzuk, a Win-
nipeg phvsiotherapist who has spent
the last eight vears working with
patients experiencing problems relat-
ing to the pelvic floor muscle. “And
exercising it should become part of our
regular fitness routine.”

This seldom talked abour and often
neglected muscle holds the responsi-
Dility of supporting our internal
organs, Like any other muscle, when it
is weak, problems ean oceur:

But because people are often
unaware that the pelvic floor muscie
even exists, they ignore the tell tale
signs that something is wrong, until
matters get a lor worse.

The pelvic foor muscle assists in
pladder control and elimination, sup-
port of the uterus, bladder, rectum and
amall intestines, and sexual sensation,

When the muscle is weak or dam-
aped it can cause a range of conditions,
including: incontinence — defined as
the involuntary loss of urine or the
inability to control when and where
emptying of the bladder occurs; pro-
|apse — where the internal organs lit-
erally fall due tolack of support; a
decrease in sexual satisfaction due to
the inability of the pelvic muscle o
contract sufficiently; and chronic
pelvic pain if the muscle 15 unable (o
fully refax.

Pregnancy and childbirth, hysterec:
tomies, abdominal surgeries, hormenal
changes during menopause, diet, and
certain medications can all cause the
above problems.

But by strengthening the pelvic Moor
musele these conditions can not only
be treated, many of them can actually
b prevented, says Berzuk.

The exercises involve isolating and
contracting the pelvie floor muscle,
while keeping other muscles, such as
the stomach, the glutes snd inner
thighs relaxed. The exercises are var-
ied between short contractions and
contractions that are held for a longer
period of time, To do the exercise cor-
rectly, it is important to pull the mus-
cle up and in and never bear down and
out, explains Berzuk. *This is a com-
mon errar.”

Most recently, studies have shown
that it's ot just adult and elderly
women who are at risk of having a
weakened pelvie floor.

A study of female athletes aged 18 to
21 found that 28 per cent suffered

from incontinence because of injured
pelvic floor muscles, OF these girls, 17
per cent began experiencing problems
while in junior high

“It 15 an eve-opener that all women
areat risk,"” says Berzuk, “This shows
that we have to remember to strength-
en the pebvic floo® muscle,”

To help spread the work, Berzuk
recently self-published the book 1
Laughed S0 Hard [ Peed My Pants!, a
guide to the importance of the pelvic
floor musele which specifically =ones
in on incontinence, and everything
women need to know for improved
bladder control.

OF all the conditions associated with
a weak pelvie floor musele, inconti-
netce is one of the most prevalent and
least discussed problems.

More than 1.9 million Canadian
women suffer from urinary inconti-
nence —and Berzuk says that
researchers in the field believe that
the actual numbers are a lot higher
The Mavo Clinic reports that 50 per
cent of all women will experience uri
nary ineontinence at some point in
their lives.

And many of these women suffer
needlessly in silence, too embarrassed
to discuss the problem with their doc-
LOT, SUMeE assuming it I8 8 natural part
of having children and growing older
or under the false impression that
nithing ean he done about it anyway.

“The scariest thing to me is that they

Berzuk is the author of I Laughed So Hard I Peed My Panls!

think it's normal,” says Berguk. “Tt
isn't normal. You should be able to
lagh & hard as you can, you shouldn't
be afraid (o sneeze "

Untreated, the problem gets worse
over time, and many women begin to
isnlate themselves socially to avoid
embarrassing accidents or being
*found out.”

“One woman told me her hushand
for vears thought she loved a certain
fast-food restaurant because they
always stopped there every time they
went oul in the car” says Berzuk, “But
it was really because she knew they
had 4 washroom she could use.”

Cnly by openly discussing inconti-
nence will women become gware that
help is available, says Bersuk.

“It 15 amazing to see women who
have been hiding their problem for
vears, finally find out that they are not
alone, and especially when they learn
that there is something that can be
done ™

For many, pelvic muscle exercises
cure them of the problem entirely, or
at beast lead to a significant increase in
bladder control.

“Tt is very rare that a women doesn't

| improve after doing the exercises,”

savs Bermuk. Even women in their 60s
and 70s who have suffered with incon-
tinence for vears make noticeahla

| improvements,
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