A Woman’s Guide to

Pelvic Floor Health
By Dr. Shannon Chavez

When we think of our body’s
core we hardly think of the
pelvic floor, an essential
structure for movement,
balance and flexibility. Over
time the muscle tone of the
pelvic
floor
changes,
influenced by everything
from childbirth, pregnancy,
hormonal changes and
even aging. Changes in the
pelvic floor can be subtle or
cause
symptoms
and
discomfort. The importance
of pelvic floor health is
essential for all women
throughout different ages in
life.
Pelvic floor dysfunction is common – seven out of ten women report
concerns. Let’s take a look at how the pelvic floor impacts our health. The
structure of the pelvic floor supports the spine, muscles and organs in the
abdominal cavity and controls the passage of urine and feces. It also
facilitates the process of childbirth and plays an important role in a woman’s
ability to experience sexual pleasure and orgasm. One important fact about
pelvic floor health is that most issues are avoidable with the proper health
and exercises.
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Some women need
to strengthen the
pelvic floor while
others need to create
more flexibility. In the
1940’s, Dr. Arnold
Kegel first introduced
the practice of “Kegel
exercises” to
strengthen vaginal
muscles and
designed to target
pelvic floor muscles
through resistance
strength training.
Since the
introduction of Kegel
exercises there have
been more devices,
research and
guidelines for pelvic
floor therapy for
women. There are
even pelvic floor
physical therapists
that work specifically
with women for
pelvic floor
rehabilitation and
sexual dysfunction.
Here is a guideline
for what women
need to know about
pelvic floor health.
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Pelvic Floor Anatomy
The best description of the pelvic floor anatomy
is a hammock of muscles and ligaments that
supports the lower organs. It contains
connective tissue that supports the vagina,
uterus, bladder and rectum. It ranges from the
pubic bone to the spine and creates a pelvic
hammock of muscle fibers that the urethra and
vagina pass through.
The pubococcygeus
muscle, known as the PC muscle, is one of the
pelvic floor muscles that support the uterus and
vagina. We will often hear pelvic floor toning
referred to as “doing your PC exercises”. It is
fascinating how complex and multi-functional
the pelvic floor anatomy is and that each
woman varies – every woman’s pelvic floor is
unique in its structure.

Our bodies change daily as we age.
Especially after childbirth, the pelvic floor
is stretched, loses muscle tone and often
tears, which can impact the organs
contained within. It can result in
different symptoms and difficulties.
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Changes to Pelvic Floor

A weak pelvic floor can involve everything from muscles to tendons and even
nerves. Common changes occur after pregnancy, childbirth, C-section, uterine
fibroids, straining during bowel movements, obesity and menopause. In fact,
there is a decrease in pelvic tone from lack of exercise and inactivity.

Like most muscles, the pelvic floor must be exercised to maintain or
strengthen tone. Below are common symptoms of women:
• Urinary incontinence
• Incomplete bowel or bladder
excretion/constipation
• Lack of genital sensation
• Painful intercourse
• Difficulties reaching orgasm
• Abdominal or back pain
• Uterine/bladder/rectal prolapse

One of the most reported symptoms is
urinary incontinence. Since the urethra
passes through the pelvic floor
hammock, the tone is important to
control the passage of urine. It also
controls the passage of feces through
the rectum. It can cause distress and
embarrassment for some women. Pelvic
floor therapy or PC exercises will
address this concern. Postpartum can be
a difficult time with adjusting and gaining
back the strength of your body. Doctors
can test the pelvic floor tone to determine
if pelvic floor therapy is needed. The tone
of the pelvic floor may return to its
natural state over time on its own.
A weak pelvic floor can easily be
improved with changes to your lifestyle
including more exercise and taking care
of your body. Being in shape doesn’t
necessarily mean you are free of pelvic
floor concerns. Some women who are fit
may experience pain and symptoms from
a pelvic floor that does not stretch and
muscles that are too tight. Like other
muscles in the body, strength is
important but flexibility is essential for
avoiding problems with pelvic floor
health.
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Childbirth and Pelvic Floor Health
Pelvic floor changes can occur during pregnancy or childbirth. Not
all women experience a change in tone and many factors determine
your risk – weight and pressure of the baby, changes in hormones
pre/post partum, and changes to the body during birthing such as
stretching, tearing, or cutting through the muscles of the vagina or
perineum during an episiotomy.
The second stage of labor is when women are actively pushing the baby
through the pelvis and vagina. During this push there can be sensations
that compel the woman to quickly push and bear down in order to get the
baby through. It is better to slow down and breathe deeply and controlled
while the pelvic floor slowly stretches. If a woman connects her breathing
to her pushing it will minimize tearing and preserve the tone of the pelvic
floor. The perineum is connected to the pelvic floor and can become
ripped if there is a quick and forceful push. The skin, tissue, and muscles
can tear from the vaginal opening down, which impacts the pelvic floor.
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Pelvic Floor and Sex
What does the pelvic floor have to do with
sex? Well in some cases, just about
everything. The pelvic floor is also known
as the “love muscles” due to the structure
supporting the vagina and clitoris and has
a tremendous impact on sexual function
and satisfaction. When a woman
becomes aroused, the pelvic floor
increases blood flow, nerve sensitivity and
circulation to the genital area. A strong
pelvic floor will improve genital sensations
and heighten sensitivity to touch. On the
other hand, a weak pelvic floor results in a
lack of sufficient contact between the
vaginal wall and the penis. You can use
PC exercises, Kegel dildos, vaginal
barbells, and ben wa balls to improve
pelvic floor tone and enhance orgasms.
When you exercise the pelvic floor you
create a greater awareness of the vaginal
walls and the clitoral anatomy, which
builds the neural pathways between the
brain and vagina, resulting in greater
intensity of orgasms. Improving the pelvic
floor muscle tone also allows you to
become more aware of your muscles and
learn to contract your vagina at will –
squeezing your partner during
intercourse, which can enhance sexual
sensations. Research states that women
with strong vaginal muscles report having
better, longer and multiple orgasms, as
well as increased ability to control their
orgasmic response.
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Vaginal barbell

PC Exercises
and Devices
Betty Dodson, a legendary
sexologist and advocate for
female masturbation, created
one of the best vaginal
exercisers for women: the
vaginal barbell. The device
has been used in her
Bodysex workshops and
personal coaching sessions
with women that want to
experience
orgasm
and
strengthen the pelvic floor at
the same time. The use of
Betty’s Barbell as a vaginal
exerciser increases bladder
control, maintains vaginal
health and enhances overall
wellbeing. It is a practical
and
easy-to-use
device
made
of
high
quality
stainless steel measuring
6.75 inches and weighing
about one pound.
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There is a larger ball at the end of the barbell that is inserted into the
vagina and creates a resistance for the muscle to work against. According
to Betty’s brochure that comes with the barbell, you can build your
repetitions to fifty or more, in sets of ten. During self-stimulation,
squeezing the barbell can increase sexual arousal.
Benefits from Using Betty’s Barbell:
• A Toned PC muscle
• Combining PC Exercises with Orgasm
• Vaginal Dilator and Aerator
For more information on how to use the vaginal barbell you can visit
Betty’s website at http://www.dodsonandross.com.

Luna beads
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Other devices
include ben wa
balls. A great set is
made by LELO
called, LUNA
Beads – a Kegel
weights system
that is available in
mini and classic
size so a woman
can find the right fit
for her body. LUNA
Beads are inserted
into the vagina and
can be left there to
do all the work
without even
noticing them.
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They come in different weights and a harness so that you can work up to
two balls and maximum weight. As you move, the balls move causing
contractions in the pelvic floor. They are simple to use and discreet so you
can insert at home or even when you are on the go. For more information
visit www.lelo.com.
It may be important to look into different options of pelvic floor exercisers
depending on your symptoms. Other options include electrical stimulation,
biofeedback, vaginal cones, and Kegel dildos made of different materials
and sizes.

Pelvic Floor Health Guidelines
It is important to maintain your pelvic floor
at any age and to start as soon possible.
The changes in tone start as early as your 20’s and continue
over time. The PC muscles are the most underworked in the
body so it is essential to get a routine and stick to it. Doing PC
exercises several times a week or every day will have the best
outcome and benefits to overall health. It takes time, effort
and practice to become acquainted with your routine, gain
awareness of the pelvic floor muscles and anatomy and to
start using a device.
The benefits of pelvic floor exercising can be seen within a few
weeks but often it takes time for improvement of more serious
symptoms. It is important to seek medical evaluation if you
experience any distress over symptoms, or conditions that
may need pelvic floor physical therapy for improvement.
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and Sex Therapist
Dr. Shannon Chavez is a licensed clinical psychologist and sex
therapist with an expertise in female sexual health. She works
with women of all ages and backgrounds using her training in
clinical sexology and sex coaching to help guide them from
sexual concerns to sexual empowerment. Dr. Chavez believes
that the heart of sexual intimacy is connection. Her work with
couples focuses on adult sex education, intimacy issues, mindful sex therapy,
and reconnection through self-exploration, discovery and personal growth.
She also specializes in the treatment of sexual trauma and abuse, sexual
dysfunction, and compulsive behaviors surrounding love, romance, and
relationships. Dr. Chavez has written a guide for clinicians on the treatment of
love addiction through the use of attachment-oriented therapy.
She completed her professional training in Beverly Hills, California where she
received a doctorate in clinical psychology, master’s degree in marriage and
family therapy and attained a two-year postdoctoral fellowship in sexual
health treatment. She is an active member of the Institute for the Scientific
Study of Women’s Sexual Health (ISSWSH), the American Association of
Sexuality Educators, Counselors, and Therapists (AASECT), the Society for
the Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS), and the American Psychological
Association.
Dr. Chavez currently practices at SHE Sexual Health Experts, a first of its
kind clinic in Arizona with a mind-body approach to sexual health wellness
and a treatment approach that integrates both physical and psychological
needs. Her passion is sexual awareness and education through teaching,
workshops, and writing. She has been featured in Cosmopolitan, Women’s
Health, Latino Perspectives; and is a frequent contributor to the website
SheKnows.com. She has also appeared on national news and radio as an
expert on sexuality and women’s health.
For more information on Dr. Shannon Chavez visit:
http://femalesexualhealth.me or on social media at
http://www.facebook.com/Dr.Shannon.Chavez and
http://www.twitter.com/smctherapy
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