
Which exercises are great 

to do during pregnancy 

and after birth, which 

ones to avoid and why? 
And how to regress or progress exercises through 

pregnancy and recovery 

 

As we have learned from the Benefits of Exercise section, for most 

pregnancies and post-natal recoveries exercise is not only safe for 

mum and baby but can bring enormous physical and mental health 

benefits. There are a few pregnancy conditions where exercise is 

contraindicated (not advised) and a few cases where after having 

your baby you will want to return to activity more slowly to allow 

your body more time to recover. Your health care professionals will 

tell you if this is the case for you but if you are unsure whether you 

are affected by any of these then talk to your GP or Midwife.  

The key again here is listen to your body and don’t push too hard too soon – it is achieving and has 

achieved the most incredible things! Be patient and kind to yourself and only do activity that feels 

good and progress as you feel able. If your body gives you any warning signs such as discomfort or 

pain, or something just doesn’t feel 

right then slow down, adapt or stop. If 

it persists get it checked.  

If you are pregnant and you were 

active before keep going and if you weren’t active start slowly. After having your baby the NHS 

advises:  

If you had a straightforward birth, you can start gentle exercise as soon as you feel up to 

it. This could include walking, gentle stretches, pelvic floor and tummy exercises. 

It's usually a good idea to wait until after your 6-week postnatal check before you 

start any high-impact exercise, such as aerobics or running. 

 

Much like there are some specific dos and don’ts with food to eat around this time, the same applies 

to exercise. In this section we cover what exercises you should avoid, what exercises are really great 

to do to tackle common problems, and how to slowly regress activities as pregnancy progresses, and 

how to progress exercises as you recover and feel fitter and stronger again after baby has been born.    

At the end of the section we will signpost to where you can go for more info on this topic. 

Listen to your body  

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/support-and-services/keeping-fit-and-healthy-with-a-baby/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/baby/support-and-services/keeping-fit-and-healthy-with-a-baby/
https://www.nhs.uk/pregnancy/labour-and-birth/after-the-birth/your-body/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/postnatal-check/


What to avoid and when  

The Tommy’s infographic from the Tommy’s web pages on exercise during pregnancy contains a 

great summary of things to do and avoid during pregnancy by trimester:  
 

 

The full Tommy’s infographic, along with loads of other useful information about 

exercise and activity during pregnancy can be found here at the Tommy’s website. 

 

Avoid activities that could bump the bump such as contact sports, or activities that carry a risk of 

falling such as skiing and horse riding. Avoid high altitude and scuba diving. When you are exercising 

ensure it is at conversational pace – your heart rate is elevated, and you feel a little out of breath, 

but you can still hold a conversation. Avoid getting too hot and overheating. But also avoid being too 

sedentary and sitting for long periods unless you have been advised to rest by your health care 

team. 

Laying on your back during pregnancy after 16 weeks, and doing sit ups or ab crunches in pregnancy 

or straight after having your baby. Below we go through why these should be avoided in more detail, 

but first it is useful to look at the role of the hormone relaxin and what implications it has for 

pregnancy and post-natal exercise.  

  

https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-pregnancy/exercise-and-activity-pregnancy
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-pregnancy/exercise-and-activity-pregnancy
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-pregnancy/exercises-avoid-pregnancy


What is relaxin and how does it affect me exercising? 

Relaxin is a hormone the body releases during 

pregnancy that does what is says on the tin – it helps 

the tissues relax and stretch to accommodate your 

growing baby and to facilitate childbirth. However, it 

cannot affect select places but instead affects the 

whole body. This means you should do short, gentle 

stretches of say 5-10 seconds, and not do what are 

called developmental stretches where you hold them 

for 15-30 seconds as a deeper stretch.  

Relaxin can add to the pressure experienced in the 

pelvic as your baby grows. Areas that are particularly 

vulnerable are the public symphysis or the pubic 

bone, to the front of the pelvis, and the sacroiliac 

joints at the base of the spine. If you experience 

discomfort in these areas then listen to your body 

and slow down or adapt. If it becomes worse and 

persists see your GP or speak to your midwife during 

pregnancy as you may be suffering from pelvic girdle 

pain (PGP). You can find out more about this in the 

NHS webpages. 

 

Avoid laying on your back to exercise from 16 weeks into pregnancy  

After 16 weeks, exercising on your back can cause low blood 
pressure and dizziness for some women. 

The weight of the baby could press on a major blood vessel and 
reduce the blood flow to your heart and therefore baby. 

This is why avoiding sleeping on your back is also recommend (for 
more info see Tommy’s guide on sleeping on your side in late pregnancy). 

 

Opt for exercises that don’t involves laying on your back, or, 
choose options of exercise where you can rest on your hands 
or elbows instead, depending on what feels comfortable for 
you and whether you have any pre-existing injuries or issue to 
work around, such as carpel tunnel syndrome affecting your 
wrists.  

 

 

https://www.nhs.uk/pregnancy/related-conditions/common-symptoms/pelvic-pain/
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/sleep-side/sleep-position-pregnancy-qa


Avoid sit-ups and ab crunches in pregnancy and in the immediate post-

natal period 
 

During pregnancy as your baby grows and stretches the 
surrounding tissues, the abdominals are stretched including the 
connective tissue between them which can create a gap. This gap 
is called diastasis recti. Avoid sit ups and ab crunches during 
pregnancy as, not only do they involve laying on your back as 
discussed above, but they put additional pressure on these 
already stretched structures and can stress them further. 

This applies once baby is born. It takes time for the abdominal 
tissues to shrink back. If you return too quickly to sit ups and ab 
crunches it can put pressure on this area and push other tissues into this gap and delay its recovery 
or make it worse increasing the gap and pushing tissues underneath through creating a bulge. 
Instead, during pregnancy and the initial post-natal recovery period, focus on ab exercises that 
involve bracing the belly and the core and tucking the pelvis, such as the ones outlined below. 

After having a baby it is likely some amount of diastasis recti will persist so it is good practice to 
continue ab and core work in this way longer term after having your baby. It is safer for your back to 
approach ab strengthening this way anyway, so many non-child bearing people would benefit from it 
too!  

The NHS recommends doing pelvic floor exercises (see the upcoming section on pelvic 

floor exercises for more detailed info on this) during pregnancy, and starting with these when 

recovering from birth. They also recommend starting your recovery with pelvic tilts and 

these can be great in pregnancy too. Any abdominal or core exercises you do in pregnancy or after 

having your baby, ensure you draw your belly button into to brace your abdominals inwards 

bringing the abdominals together. Avoid pushing the belly out as you exercise. 

Below is an example progression you can move through to strengthen your abdominals during 
pregnancy or after having your baby, and gives you an example of how to gradually progress.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once you have got the hang of pelvic tilts and engaging and releasing your pelvic floor muscles, you 
can try making this more challenging by doing a 4-point kneel.  

 

  

1. Pelvic tilts 

Standing tall, or against a wall, lift through the 

crown of the head, shoulder back and down, draw 

the belly button in to brace the abs and tuck the 

tail bone under, squeezing the glutes (your 

bottom muscles). Hold for 2 seconds, then 

release. Repeat this for 10-15 repetitions, or as 

many as you can comfortably do. These can be 

done in a kneeling position on all fours too. 

2. 4-point kneel 

Level 1 

On all fours, be long  from crown to tail bone with 

chin tucked, shoulder blades drawn back and 

down, belly button gently draw in and tail bone 

gently tucked for a good starting position. Your 

should feel your back is straight and flat. 

Maintaining this position, lift one arm up and 

reach it forwards towards the wall no higher than 

shoulder height. Try not to arch the back or look 

up. Only lift as high as you can while feeling 

balanced and keeping your back straight, then 

being the hand back to the ground. Imagine you 

have a bowl of water on your back, your goal is to 

not spill any water! Do these exercises slowly with 

control – quality over quantity. Repeat this with 

the other arm.  

Now repeat this with one leg, lifting from the hip 

using the glute (bottom) muscle reaching the 

tows towards the back wall. Only go as high as 

you can without arching your back or looking up 

and where you feel balanced. Bring that leg down 

and repeat with the other leg. Repeat this for 10-

15 repetitions on each arm and leg, or as many as 

you can do feeling balanced and maintaining your 

position. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once your abdominals feel stronger still and you can keep your back stable during pelvic tilts and 4-
point-kneel, a great exercise to progress to is toe taps. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Toe taps 

Level 1 

Start with these on your elbows. Tuck your tail 

bone and draw in your belly button to brace your 

abs and protect your back. Draw up through the 

crown of the head and drawer the shoulders back 

and down, tuck the chin.  

Bend at the knee then, one leg at a time 

alternating, gently lower the toes to tap the floor 

then list the leg back up to a right-angle position 

again.  If you are finding you can’t keep your belly 

button braced and your tail tucked and your pelvis 

is tipping forwards, you should stop as you could 

hurt your back. Go back to doing 4-point kneel or 

pelvic tucks until you feel a bit stronger and more 

stable then try again.  

Do 10-15 repetitions on each arm and leg, or as 

many as you can do feeling balanced and 

maintaining your position. 

 

4-point kneel Level 2 

Once you feel steady and strong lifting one 

arm and a leg at a time, you can progress to 

lifting an arm and an opposite leg at the 

same time.  

 

Cat cow stretch  

A great stretch to do at the same time is cat 

cow, arching your back high tucking your tail 

and chin, then dropping your tummy towards 

the floor, lifting the head and tail up in the 

air. Repeat this for 10-15 repetitions 

breathing in and out slowly as you do it. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Should I stop jogging when I’m pregnant or once I have had a baby? 

If you are used to jogging then it is safe for you to continue during pregnancy as 

long as it feels comfortable. If you are new to it then start slowly and build 

gradually. A great tool to use if you are starting jogging, or if you are getting back 

to it after birth is the couch to 5k app as it takes you through a gradually 

progressing interval programme. 

 Watch this video from the Tommy’s webpage for a great overview of the benefits and safety of 

jogging for you and baby during pregnancy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When returning to jogging, or thinking of starting after having your baby, it is good to progress your 

exercise gradually to build back up to running. Below is an example of how you could progress 

exercise gradually, starting with pelvic floor exercises and pelvic tilts as outlined above and 

recommend by the NHS, progressing to low impact exercises like walking and strengthening 

movements like squats, finally building up to running. You can ignore the weeks they outline and 

progress through a set of exercises like this at your own pace. Again, don’t rush and don’t push too 

hard too soon, listen to your body and it will tell you when its feeling stronger and more stable and 

ready for the next level.  

Running in pregnancy 

https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-

information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-

pregnancy/running-pregnancy  

Toe taps level 2 

Post-natal only: Once toe-taps on the elbows are 

feeling strong, progress to doing the same 

movement laying on your back. Make sure you can 

keep the small of your back pressed into the floor 

(or your hands as in the picture to the right). If your 

back is lifting or arching, stop so you don’t hurt 

your back, and work some more on toe taps on 

your elbows, 4-point kneel or pelvic tilts, and come 

back to trying these again when you feel stronger 

and more stable. 

 

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/couch-to-5k-week-by-week/
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-pregnancy/running-pregnancy
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-pregnancy/running-pregnancy
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/im-pregnant/exercise-in-pregnancy/running-pregnancy


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More info about this infographic can be found here. 

 

What are other great exercises to do during pregnancy and after 

having a baby? Thinking about posture. 

Pregnancy pulls the shoulders forwards due to the increasing weight 

of the breasts, bump, the core muscles becoming weakened, and host 

of other things. This can lead to shortened chest muscles (pecs) and 

lengthened, weakened upper back muscles, creating rounded or 

hunched shoulders (kyphosis). This puts your shoulders at greater risk 

of injury and can impair their function and range of movement, as well 

as the neck and the back. Any exercises that stretch the chest and 

strengthen the upper back such as this standing active chest stretch 

(picture to the right) are great.  

 

Pregnancy also weakens the abdominal muscles and pulls the 

pelvis forward increasing the amount the lower back curves 

(lordosis). This can be made worse by the front of our hips 

getting tight from being less mobile in late pregnancy followed 

by lots of sitting and feeding baby when they arrive. This can all 

increase the risk of injury to the back, hips, legs and feet. 

Exercises that gently strengthen the abdominals and glutes, and 

helps us prevent the pelvis tipping forward are great, such as 

the pelvic tucks and ab progression exercise outlined above. 

Lunges doe well can also help as they strengthen the legs and stretch the hips at the same time. 

https://www.csp.org.uk/news/2020-06-03-physios-postnatal-running-guidance-recognised-aligned-government-advice


Squats are great for keeping your legs strong too. Perhaps hold onto something for balance with 

these and only go as low as you feel balanced and comfortable. 

 

Bringing this all together – what does all this look like in a workout or in an 

exercise programme? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have a few workout videos posted on our webpage. 

This one is a good one to try if you have a mobile baby.  

 

 

 

 

The NHS fitness studio have a pregnancy and post-natal yoga 

session you can follow. 

 

 

 

 

I am working on putting together some example programmes to show you how you might structure 

these different sessions and different types of exercise across a week to get maximum benefits and 

to meet the UK activity guidelines. I will share these with you as soon as they are done! 

 

 

 

 

This Mum Moves has many pregnancy and post-natal 

online workouts you can try at home: Active at Home | 

This Mum Moves (babybuddyapp.co.uk) 

 

https://youtu.be/YcQPXgyshAs
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/nhs-fitness-studio/prenatal-and-postnatal-exercise/
https://www.babybuddyapp.co.uk/this-mum-moves-active-at-home
https://www.babybuddyapp.co.uk/this-mum-moves-active-at-home


Where to go for more information 

 

For more info on the dos and don’t of exercise and related health concerns, 

the place to start for more info is always the NHS webpages.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you or someone you know would benefit from having access to this guide in another format to 

make it more accessible then please contact Tiffany Wood twood@sasp.co.uk. 

Check out Tommy’s for loads of info about 

pregnancy, birth, your new baby, and 

particularly their pages on exercise.   

Somerset has a new Maternity Toolkit which is 

now live, where they draw together loads of 

useful information for pregnancy, after you’ve 

had your baby and beyond.  

 

 

https://www.nhs.uk/pregnancy/keeping-well/exercise/
mailto:twood@sasp.co.uk
https://www.tommys.org/pregnancy-information/health-professionals/free-pregnancy-resources/your-guide-staying-active-pregnancy
https://www.cypsomersethealth.org/maternity_toolkit

