
 
 
Returning to Exercise After Having a 

Baby 
 

How to return in a safe and structured 
way 

 
 

 
 

By Sarah Howitt 
Principal Physiotherapist – Innovations Pelvic 

Health Physiotherapy 
Graduate Certificate in Physiotherapy (Pelvic Floor 

Physiotherapy) 
Graduate Certificate in Sports Physiotherapy 

Masters of Physiotherapy 
 
 



Return to Exercise After Having a Baby © Innovations Pelvic Health 
Physiotherapy 

2 

 
  



Return to Exercise After Having a Baby © Innovations Pelvic Health 
Physiotherapy 

3 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Table of Contents      
   
Chapter 1: The benefits of Exercise ………...………………….…………..4 
 
Chapter 2: 6-Week Physiotherapy Check Up..……………….…………..6 
 
Chapter 3: How do I return to exercise safely? …….……………………7 
 
Chapter 4: When can I return to high impact exercise? ……………..12 
 
Chapter 5: What are the signs that I have returned too quickly?......13 
 
Chapter 5: Breastfeeding and Exercise ………………………………….14 
 
 
 
 

 
  



Return to Exercise After Having a Baby © Innovations Pelvic Health 
Physiotherapy 

4 

Chapter 1 – The benefits of exercise? 
 
There are many benefits of exercise both physically and mentally.  
 
Physically, regular exercise can:  
- Improve your cardiovascular health, 
- Increase circulation 
- Tone and strengthen muscles,  
- Increase flexibility 
- Lowers risk of developing heart disease 
- Lowers risk of developing type 2 diabetes 
- Lowers blood pressure and cholesterol 
- Improves bone density 
- Helps to control your weight 
- Reduces risk of some cancers including colon, breast, uterine and 

lung 
- Improves sleep 
- Improves sexual health 
- Improve brain health and memory 
- Increases energy 

 
Mentally, regular exercise can:  
- Make you feel happier 
- Reduce stress, anxiety, depression 
- Improve self-esteem 

 
As you can see regular exercise is vitally important to our overall health. 
It is not just about losing your “baby weight”, there are so many other 
reasons for you to return to a regular exercise routine.  
 
Often it can feel “too hard” to organise time to exercise but once you 
add it to your routine you will start to reap the benefits. It is important, at 
this time in your life to find the time to do something for you, that makes 
you feel better. 
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The American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) recommends 150 
minutes of moderate intensity exercise per week. This should be a 
mixture of cardiovascular, resistance, flexibility and neuromotor exercise 
(or functional training). Having a variety of exercises during your week 
can also help to keep you motivated to continue exercising.  
 
This recommendation is something that you should build up to. Don’t 
feel that you need to be doing 150 minutes immediately after you have 
given birth. This is something that you should work towards.  
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Chapter 2: 6-Week Physiotherapy Check Up 
 
At 6-weeks post-birth you have a check-up with your Obstetrician, GP 
or midwife. This is also the time that you should have a check-up with a 
Women’s Health Physiotherapist.  
 
This check-up involves an assessment of:   
- Your pelvic floor muscle strength and functionality à from this 

assessment an individually prescribed strengthening program can 
be developed, 

- Your deep abdominal muscle strength and control à from this 
assessment an individually prescribed strengthening program can 
be developed, 

- Abdominal separation (rectus abdominis diastasis), 
- Pelvic organ prolapse, 
- The pelvis and the pelvic joints – sacroiliac joints and pubic 

symphysis,  
- Thoracic spine mobility 
- Diaphragm function 

 
This check-up will also include discussions on:  
- Bowel and bladder health and correct habits, 
- Safe return to exercise,  
- Any other issues that you might be having, 

 
Ideally the assessment happens at about 6-week post birth but can 
occur anytime up to one-year post birth.  
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Chapter 3: How Do I Return to Exercise 
Safely?  
 
Returning to exercise after having a baby should be a gradual process. 
You have to respect what your body has been through. Both 
pregnancy and childbirth (vaginal or caesarean) impacts your body 
hugely. If you return too quickly it can result in you developing an injury, 
which can then stop you from exercising.  
 
During the first couple of weeks after having your baby getting out and 
going for a walk is the best form of exercise for you. It is low impact, has 
great cardiovascular and mental health benefits and is something you 
can do with your baby.  
 
Starting pelvic floor exercises is also something you should be doing 
during the initial weeks after your baby is born. These exercises are 
important for you to do if you deliver vaginally or have a caesarean.  
 
To start with you need to think about squeezing and lifting your pelvic 
floor muscles holding for 1 second then relaxing the muscles (the 
relaxing is just as important as the contracting). Try to repeat this10 
times. It is best to try to do this a couple of times a day. Once this 
becomes easy you need to start to hold the contraction for longer. 
These pelvic floor exercises should be done either lying down or sitting 
(to start with). A good time can be when you are feeding your baby.  
 
Having an appointment with a Women’s Health Physiotherapist before 
the birth of your baby can be beneficial so they can ensure that you 
are performing these exercises correctly.   
 
6-weeks after your baby is born it is advisable for you to see a Women’s 
Health Physiotherapist for a check-up. As mentioned above this is a 
great opportunity for you to check that you are performing your pelvic 
floor exercises correctly and get a program of pelvic floor exercises for 
you to continue to perform to increase your strength.  
 
From here your Women’s Health Physiotherapist can work with you and 
your return to exercise goals. They will be able to put together a plan to 
get you back doing what you love.  
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Once you reach the 6-week post birth milestone you can start to re-
introduce other forms of exercise. To start with you need to re-introduce 
low impact exercise options. Swimming and Cycling (exercise bike is a 
good option here) are great forms of cardiovascular exercise for you to 
commence at this stage.  
 
This is a good time to start “core” exercises.  At this stage it is more 
about getting the inner most layer of your abdominal muscles 
(transversus abdominis) working and controlling as opposed to working 
and strengthening your outer layers (your obliques).  
 
Again, a Women’s Health Physiotherapist can help to ensure you are 
correctly activating these muscles correctly and prescribe a program 
for you. It is a good idea to see a Women’s Health Physio during the 
latter stages of your pregnancy so they are able to advise you on what 
you can be doing during these initial weeks.  
 
The following exercises are a good place to start: 
 

Single Leg Lift 
 

 
 
 

Bridging 
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Supermans 
 

 
 

Donkey Kicks 
 

 
 
 
There are many “core” exercises that should be avoided during the first 
6-12 weeks post birth. These include the following exercises:  
 

Sit Ups 
 

 
 
 

Plank 
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Double Table Top * 
 

 
 
*This exercise can be commenced towards the 10-week mark if your 
strength is sufficient.  
 

Double Table Top with Chest Lift 
 

 
 

 
V-Sit or Teaser 
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These exercises involve a large amount of intraabdominal pressure. You 
need to ensure that you have good deep abdominal and pelvic floor 
muscle strength before you introduce these exercises.   
 
Attending a Physio run Postnatal Pilates class is a great option for you to 
build your “core” strength in a safe and structured manner. You will be 
guided through exercises that will improve your “core”, pelvic floor, 
glutes and postural muscles as well as spinal mobility exercises to help 
you feel and move better.  
 
These days there are lots of Mummy Boot Camps available for you to 
attend. There are great benefits to attending group fitness classes. 
Socially it is wonderful, having a class to attend can increase 
compliance to continue with exercise and often there is someone to 
help to watch your baby. The exercises SHOULD be suitable for a 
postnatal mum to complete. However, it is important to appreciate 
that the women attending can be of varying stages post birth and 
what is suitable for one person might not be suitable for everyone. 
Always start by taking the easier, low impact option initially until you 
know you are strong enough to complete the higher impact exercise.  
 
At the 6-week mark you can also start light resistance, whole body 
strengthening exercises. Being a mum is hard work and very physically 
demanding. Improving your strength can help you cope with the 
increasing demands of being a mum.  
 
Examples of exercises you can start are: 
- Squats 
- Lunges 
- Calf raises 
- Single leg balance 
- Side lying leg lifts 
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Chapter 4: When can I return to high impact 
exercise? 
 
 
This is a question asked by many  
women after childbirth. Unfortunately, 
there is no one size fits all answer to  
this question. High impact exercise  
includes activities that require you to  
run, jump, skip and hop. Before you  
return to high impact exercise you  
need to ensure that you have strong  
pelvic floor muscles, “core” 
muscles and lower limb muscles. You  
need to have been strengthening  
these after the birth of your child  
before returning or commencing high  
impact exercise.  
 
As a general rule you should wait until  
you are at least 12-week post birth  
before starting high impact exercises.  
When you get to that 12-week mark  
and you feel strong and ready to commence  
high impact exercises it is important to start off slowly to ensure that 
your body is able to handle the increased load it will be placed under.  
 
If you are attending a Boot camp class start off by picking one of the 
high impact exercises and add that in to your session, if you feel good 
after that then in the next class you can add an additional high impact 
exercise. Progressively adding exercises each session will allow your 
body the time to adapt to the new exercises.  
 
If you are looking to return to running, start with a run/walk – run for 3 
minutes and walk for 2 minutes and repeat that 4-5 times. After that 
assess how your body felt. If it felt good then during your next run you 
could run for 4 minutes and walk for 2 minutes and repeat that 5 times. 
Gently progressing the running time whilst still having the walking breaks 
allows the body to recover and reduces the risk of developing an injury.  

 

It is important to be aware that you 
should only run with your baby in a pram 
after they are 6 months old. This is to 
ensure they have enough strength to 
control their head during the activity 



Return to Exercise After Having a Baby © Innovations Pelvic Health 
Physiotherapy 

13 

Chapter 5 - What are the signs that I have 
returned too quickly? 
 
Did you know that our bodies are constantly talking to us? They are 
sending us messages all the time about what is happening to it. Often, 
we just need to take the time to listen to what our body is telling us.  
 
There are a few signs that you have returned to exercise too quickly. It is 
important to listen to your body. If you are experiencing any of the signs 
below then you should stop exercising and seek the guidance of an 
experienced Women’s Health Physiotherapist.  
 
Some of the signs to look out for:  
 

1. You notice that you are leaking urine either while you are 
exercising or during your normal everyday life, 

2. You start to feel a vaginal bulge either during exercise or during 
your normal everyday life, 

3. You start to feel pain that doesn’t settle  
after you have stopped exercising. This pain  
can be anywhere in the body (examples  
back pain, pelvic pain, knee pain etc),  

4. You start to feel that you don’t have as  
much control over your pelvic floor muscles  
as you had before,  

5. You notice signs of abdominal doming  
when you exercise,  

6. Things just don’t feel right.  
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Chapter 6 – Breastfeeding and Exercise 

 
Exercising at mild to moderate intensity should have no impact on your 
milk supply or your ability to breastfeed. The Australian Breast-Feeding 
Association reports that high intense exercise can cause an increase in 
lactic acid in your breast milk, however there is no reported adverse 
effect of the lactic acid in your breast milk.  
 
Lactic acid is a by-product of high intense exercise that build up in your 
muscles.   
 
The main consideration you need to think about is getting a very good 
supportive sports bra to ensure maximum comfort and support.  
 
It can be a good idea to try to time your exercise to occur just after a 
breastfeed as this is the time when your breasts will be less full. This isn’t 
always possible and that is completely fine just a little thing to think 
about.  
 
Maintaining good hydration, before and after exercising, is also very 
important.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Return to Exercise After Having a Baby © Innovations Pelvic Health 
Physiotherapy 

15 

References:  
 
American College of Sports Medicine. (2000). ACSM’s guidelines for 
exercise testing and prescription. Philadelphia: Lippincott Williams & 
Wilkins 

Goom, T., Donnelly, G. & Brockwell, E. (2019) Returning to running 
postnatal- guideline for medical, health and fitness professionals 
managing this population.  
 
http://www.pelvicfloorfirst.org.au/ 
 
 

 
 

If you have recently had a baby and would like guidance with 
returning to exercise we are here to help. To make an appointment call 
us on (02) 9960 3798 or email us at mosman@innovations.physio 
 
Innovations Pelvic Health Physiotherapy 
1b/600 Military Road, Mosman, 2088 
Ph: (02) 9960 3798 
Email: mosman@innovations.physio 
Web: www.innovations.physio 
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