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Take the time to strengthen your beily and back now, and you'll reap
the benefits throughout pregnancy and beyond. By Lorfe A, Parch

When you're tring to get pregnant, most
of vour focus naturally goes to the eighe
or $0 inches that run from the top of your
stomach down to vour pubic bone: That
part of your body is probably getting a
lot of attention right now. But there's
maore to the belly-and-below area than
hormone levels and ovulation-oprimal
sex. What we don't tend to consider 30
mixch are the muscles In our middles
=But if vou go into pregnancy with strong
abdominals, you're going to prevent back
problems, have an easier time pushing
during labor, and recovery is going to be
better,” says Julie Tupler, RN co-author

of Loge Your Mummy Tummy (Da Capo
Preds, 2004). Some women also say a fit
belly and lower back make labor go more
quickly, though research so far confirms
only that overall fitness can shorten
delivery times. (Alas, there's no evidence
that strong abdominals make it more—or
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for that matter, less—ITkely that you'll
conceive or avold miscarmiage.)

To achieve that winning trifecta of a
pain-free back, easler labor, and quicker
postpartum recovery, You need a strong
core. And what s the core, exactly?
“It’s made up of your deep abdominal
muscles—the transversus abdominus—
which act like a corset around wour
middle, and the small muscles in your
back.” explains Chantal Donnelly, MPT,
s physical theraplst and founder of Body
Insight in Los Angeles. "Core fitness Is
strenghening the muscles that support
and srabilize the spine.™

True core-building moves focus on
thar deep muscle of the abdominals,
not the top rechus abdominus muscles.
which don't do much more than give you
six-pack abs and help you bend forward.
What's more, working the top muscles |
incorrectly, which many of us do, can lead
to a diastasls, in which the outermost
muscles separate, explains Tupler.

And don't forget the pelvic floor
muscles, especially when you're trying 1o
conceive. “These come into play because
when you engage the deep abdominal
muscle, the pelvic floor muscles engage
too, so thev're conaidered part of the
core,” adds Donnelly. Tone your pelvic
Boor muscles (for example, with Kegel
exercises, where you contract the muscies
that you use to stop the flow of uring) and
vou can pdd one more beneft vo the list,
too: You'll be less likely to experience
continence problems after vou deliver.

If you start a belly-and-back-building

regimen now, your timing couldn't be bet-
ter. “Once you're pregnant, there area lot
of precautions, especially as you get into
the sccond and third trimesters,” says
Donnelly. “You won't be able to do any
exercises on your stomach, for example.”
Or lyving flat on vour back. So you can
make more progress, and faster, now. And
vour core workout may cven be a littie
safer when vou do ke before pregnancy,
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If you go into pregnancy with strong
abdominals, you're going to prevent

back problems and have an easier
labor and better recovery.
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“Most peopie do abdominal exercises
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incorrectly,” cautions Tupler. They lurch ROLLUPS

when coming up in a sit-up or crunch,

pulling on rhe head and neck. making it

impossible to bring the belly button back N

tothe spine and hold it there. “Every time

vou have a forward forceful movement 1 2

on the outermost abdominal muscles, -

it's making the connective tissue go Leonyocurbackwith  Inhaletocuriye

sideways.” which ups vour risk for the Y™ oot Bexed. i head and shoulders

dreaded diastasis, Tupler says. “That = '__:* F‘: :ifi‘:_ ”'::‘:: *_“_"‘_: L"

weakens the support system for the back ;5; it ) {;_ﬂ_

and organs, and if you go into pregnancy “,':_5-__..,.“,.,'1?,._. srone Exhals and

with the muscle separated, vou'll start peiling Exhale and coftinue rotling up,

with that liabilicy. which [leads to] a Srngthemomwryour  onevermeboasts time
T T e Yeur gy will bend as

higher incidence of back problems and a
harder time pushing in labor,™

To avold this potentially serlous
problem, Tupler's advice for toning the
transversus abdominus, whether vou're
pregnant or not, alwavs emphasizes
drawing the belly button in toward the
spine and holding it there while doing
muscle strengthening exercises. That
doesn't mean you stop breathing during
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Your workouts, of course, but vou do need = S :
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Sarah Picot, author of Pilates and rour back Aar oo the flcor

Preguancys A Workdook for Before, During

and  After Pregnancy (Pleot Pllates, e Bl e

2006). believes that Pilates. an exercise KNEE FOLDS

program that focuses on core strength, i3

an especially good fit for women who are

trying to conceive. “Pilates is all about

circulation—getting your body’s blood M

pumping.” she explains. “So much of the

work Pilates does is on the lower abdomi- 4 4

nal wall and the pelvic girdle, sending Wide bring oo your inhale, rhen exhale Exchiale 25 you Sou Inhale oy you lowe:
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