
 

Caring for your core 
 

A strong core is in pregnancy is 

invaluable. It can help prevent and 

minimise many of the common 

ailments’ women experience 

during pregnancy including: 

-lower back pain 

-hip and knee pain 

-pelvic floor dysfunction. 

Despite all the changes that occur to your core during pregnancy there are lots you can do 

to keep your core strong, but it is important that you adapt exercises to suit your stage of 

pregnancy. 

The first Trimester 

In the first trimester you may not have a bump yet and until its starts to appear you can 

usually continue with your usual core exercises. However, I strongly advise you start 

practicing good habits such as learning to breathe efficiently, known as abdominal or 

diaphragmatic breathing which is not only very calming but strengthens the core through 

Transverse abdominus activation (TVA). 

So what is the Transverse Abdominus (TVA)? 

The transverse abdominal muscle (TVA) is the deepest of the abdominal muscles, it wraps 

around the abdomen between the lower ribs and top of the pelvis. 



 

 

 

 

Why is it important? 

The function of the TVA is to stabilise the lower back and pelvis before movement of the 

arms and legs. It makes up our core along with our diaphragm, oblique abdominal muscles, 

the rectus abdominus and pelvic floor muscles (we will be discussing the pelvic floor muscles 

in more detail in week 4). 

How does Pregnancy affect the TVA? 

Excessive lengthening of your TVA can occur during pregnancy leading to a lack of 

activation. It is not possible to strengthen a muscle that you cannot activate. Therefore it is 

so important that before you start any core exercises you need to make sure you can 

activate your TVA.  

How to activate the TVA? (Abdominal/diaphragmatic breathing)  



Sucking in your stomach is not engaging your core; it’s 

merely shifting pressure and mass upwards or 

downwards. To activate your TVA you need to: 

1. Place one hand on your upper chest and the 

other just below your ribcage. Relax your hands as 

much as you can 

2. Inhale through your nose into your abdomen, so 

the hand on your stomach moves upward while the 

hand on your chest remains as still as possible. You do 

not need to count, but you should inhale until you 

cannot comfortably take in more air. 

3. Exhale and gently draw your belly button back 

at the same time as you gently draw your pelvic floor upwards. (Making a ‘Ssssss’ sound as 

you exhale may help you find the right deep abdominal muscles). 

4. At this point it can be helpful to touch your stomach and register the change in 

tension, this is what you should aim for every time you “activate your core” 

5. Now Inhale as you relax the muscles. 

6. Engage again on the next exhale, so you are working the muscles on the exhale and 

relaxing on the inhale. 

So to summarise the ideal TVA contraction =  

1. Exhale, drawing your belly button gently back to the spine and the pelvic floor gently 

up. Your pelvis does not move (No tucking or breath holding) 

2. Relax on the inhale. 

This can be performed in any position such as standing, sitting, lying down or in an all fours 

position. Ensure you have a relaxed posture and breathe normally. NEVER hold your breath 

and ALWAYS exhale on exertion.  

***TVA contraction can and SHOULD  be taken out of the gym and into your everyday life 

too as you lift, squat, lunge, push, pull, bend over and rotate all day long whilst pregnant 

and with a newborn baby and/or toddler!*** 

The Second Trimester 

In the second trimester the uterus starts to move up and out of the pelvis. As the uterus 

grows, intra-abdominal pressure is increased, putting pressure on the muscles of the 

abdominal wall. This is all perfectly normal, and your abdominal muscles can stretch and 

even stretch apart with your growing baby. Do not worry, this does not hurt, but it does 

mean that now is the time to adapt core exercises alongside effective breathing to help 

protect your core!  

Diastasis Recti 



The rectus abdominis are the two abdominal muscles that lie in a vertical position at the 

front of the abdominal wall. Their main function is to flex the spine and contain the contents 

of the abdomen.  

Surrounding the layers of the rectus abdominis is a sheet of connective tissue that come 

together down the centre of the abdomen, to form a strong white line called the Linea Alba. 

The Linea Alba separates the right and left rectus abdominis muscles. 

Both the increased abdominal pressure and softened connective tissue, as the result of 

pregnancy can weaken and lengthen the rectus abdominis muscles and Linea Alba leading to 

the separation of the abdominal muscles, called Diastasis Recti. 

 

Diastasis recti is common in pregnancy affecting approximately 27% of women in the 2nd 

trimester and 66% of women in the 3rd trimester.  

As you exercise you may notice a “doming” shape 

down the centre of your stomach, especially during 

exercises such as:  

-Sit ups  

-Abdominal Crunches 

- Double leg raises  

-Frontal plank holds 

There may also be other exercises where you might see doming as everyone is different, so 

it is important to understand what to look for and when to modify.  



So, if you see your stomach creating a “doming” shape during any daily movement or 

exercise this is simply a sign that whatever you are doing it too much for your core right 

now and it simply needs modifying.  

Separation of the rectus abdominis muscles generally return to normal by 8- 12 weeks 

postnatal. 

The Third Trimester  

By the third trimester although you can no longer see or possibly feel your core it is still very 

much there and working hard to support you and your baby.  

A high percentage of women will have some degree of diastasis recti by the third trimester 

so as before it is really important that if you notice a “doming” shape appear as you exercise 

or go about your daily activities that you simply modify or avoid that movement.  

Do not forget to continue with your breathing exercises to control the tension in your core 

during exercises. 

The Fourth Trimester (Postnatal) 

Although you may not feel it at this stage, your core is still very much there and doing an 

important job immediately after having a baby. In the early days, alongside your pelvic floor 

exercises you can start to gently “wake up” your core muscles. Starting with effective 

breathing such as your abdominal/ diaphragmatic breathing above can help you reconnect 

to those deep core muscles and is the key to rebuilding your core strength. Start practicing 

this technique with everyday movements such as getting into and out of bed, standing from 

sitting and picking up your baby. This is the foundation before moving onto all other 

exercises once you are ready.  

Diastasis Recti 

When you feel ready to return to exercise (this is different for everyone), especially ‘core’ 

exercises it is important to keep an eye out for any “doming” or any of the tissues between 

your stomach muscles dropping down into your stomach (you may not always getting 

“doming” upwards like in pregnancy).  

 

Here is a simple check you can do yourself at home: 

 



As well as the width of the “gap” you may feel, how far can you drop them between the 

muscles, and can you feel any tension in the connective tissue?  

If you can drop your fingers quite far try doing a contraction of your pelvic floor muscles, 

does that change the tension you feel with your fingers? If that doesn’t change anything try 

activating your TVA (Abdominal/ diaphragmatic breathing)?  

If you are able to drop your fingers down between the muscles and don’t feel any tension 

there by doing your pelvic floor contraction or activating your TVA then I would recommend 

further assessment via your GP prior to moving onto to structured exercise.  


