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ABSTRACT— Pelvic floor dysfunction (PFD) is a
widespread postpartum complication that affects a
significant proportion of women following childbirth,
often resulting in urinary incontinence, pelvic organ
prolapse, chronic pelvic pain, and reduced quality of life.
Despite its prevalence, PFD remains underdiagnosed and
undertreated due to social stigma, lack of awareness, and
limited access to rehabilitative services. This manuscript
explores the therapeutic role of postpartum physical
therapy in addressing PFD through evidence-based

interventions.

A mixed-methods study was conducted involving 120
postpartum women divided into intervention and control
groups to evaluate the outcomes of a 12-week structured
physical therapy program. The intervention included
pelvic floor muscle training, biofeedback, pain
management, and education modules. Quantitative
metrics such as the Pelvic Floor Distress Inventory (PFDI-
20), Modified Oxford Scale (MOS), and incontinence

questionnaires were used to measure clinical progress.

Results revealed statistically significant improvements in
pelvic muscle strength, symptom reduction, and pain
scores among participants receiving therapy compared to
the control group. Additionally, participants reported
enhanced confidence, better functional recovery, and
higher satisfaction levels. The study advocates for

integrating physical therapy into routine postpartum

care, emphasizing its potential to accelerate recovery and

restore pelvic health.

KEYWORDS— Postpartum recovery; Pelvic floor
dysfunction; Physical therapy; Women's health; Urinary
incontinence; Biofeedback therapy; Postnatal
rehabilitation; Pelvic organ prolapse; Kegel exercises;

Physiotherapy outcomes

INTRODUCTION

Childbirth represents one of the most transformative events
in a woman's life, bringing about profound physiological,
anatomical, and hormonal changes. While often celebrated
for its emotional and social significance, the postpartum
period also exposes women to a range of musculoskeletal
challenges, one of the most prevalent being pelvic floor
dysfunction (PFD). Defined as a compromise in the structural
or functional integrity of the pelvic floor muscles and
connective tissue, PFD affects up to 30-40% of women
within the first year postpartum, though true prevalence may

be higher due to underreporting and stigma.

Pelvic floor dysfunction may manifest in various clinical
forms, including stress urinary incontinence (SUI), fecal
incontinence, dyspareunia, pelvic organ prolapse (POP), and
chronic pelvic pain. These conditions are often linked to risk
factors such as prolonged labor, instrumental delivery,

perineal trauma, and multiple pregnancies. While mild
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symptoms may resolve spontaneously, moderate to severe

cases typically require medical intervention.

In recent years, physical therapy has emerged as a cornerstone
of conservative management for PFD. Evidence-based
physiotherapy interventions aim to restore muscular strength,
coordination, and endurance of the pelvic floor through
targeted exercises and therapeutic modalities. However,
despite growing clinical advocacy, postpartum physical
therapy remains inconsistently implemented across
healthcare systems, often relegated to specialist care or left

unprescribed entirely.

Postpartum Physical Therapy: Restoring Pelvic
Health and Function
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Figure 1 : Postpartum Physical Therapy: Restoring Pelvic
Health and Function

The purpose of this manuscript is to explore the role of
postpartum physical therapy in managing and recovering
from pelvic floor dysfunction. This includes a critical review
of anatomy, risk factors, and diagnostic tools, followed by a
detailed analysis of therapeutic modalities. The study also
assesses treatment outcomes through data collected from
clinical settings and proposes future directions to improve

access and efficacy.

LITERATURE REVIEW

1. Pelvic Floor Anatomy and Function

The pelvic floor consists of a complex network of muscles
(primarily the levator ani and coccygeus), ligaments, and
fascia that support the bladder, uterus, rectum, and bowel.
This musculature forms a diaphragm at the base of the pelvis
and performs vital functions: maintaining continence,
facilitating childbirth, and supporting intra-abdominal

organs.

Pregnancy exerts significant pressure on these structures,
with the growing uterus increasing intra-abdominal load and
hormonal changes (notably relaxin and progesterone)
reducing tissue integrity. Vaginal delivery, especially if
prolonged or instrumental, can overstretch or tear pelvic

tissues, resulting in neuromuscular dysfunction.

Addressing Pelvic Floor Dysfunction in Postpartum
Women
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Figure 2 : Addressing Pelvic Floor Dysfunction in

Postpartum Women

2. Epidemiology and Risk Factors of Postpartum PFD

Several studies estimate that 25-50% of postpartum women
experience at least one symptom of PFD. Risk factors

include:

e Vaginal over cesarean delivery
e Episiotomy and perineal tears

e  Macrosomic infants (>4000g)

e Prolonged second stage of labor

e  Advanced maternal age
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e  Obesity and chronic constipation

According to a 2019 review published in The International
Urogynecology Journal, the incidence of pelvic organ
prolapse increases with each successive vaginal birth,

underlining the cumulative impact on pelvic tissues.

3. Physical Therapy as a Non-Invasive Intervention

Research spanning three decades consistently supports the
role of physiotherapy as a first-line treatment for PFD. The
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE)
guidelines recommend pelvic floor muscle training (PFMT)
as a primary intervention, especially for stress incontinence

and mild prolapse.

A 2020 Cochrane meta-analysis of 31 RCTs involving 1,870
women concluded that structured PEMT significantly
improved symptoms of SUI and was more effective than
watchful waiting or general exercise. Another study by Be et
al. (2007) demonstrated that women who performed
supervised PFMT during and after pregnancy had a 56%
lower risk of developing persistent urinary incontinence at six

months postpartum.

4. Key Physiotherapeutic Modalities

e Kegel Exercises: Popularized in the mid-20th
century, Kegels involve voluntary contraction and
relaxation of pelvic muscles. These exercises are
often prescribed in repetitions of 10-15, performed
several times a day.

e Biofeedback Therapy: Biofeedback utilizes
intravaginal probes and electromyographic (EMG)
sensors to provide visual or auditory cues,
improving voluntary control of pelvic musculature.
Studies show higher adherence and improved
outcomes when biofeedback is added to PFMT.

e Electrical Stimulation: Transcutaneous or

intravaginal stimulation targets weakened muscles,

particularly useful for patients unable to generate
adequate voluntary contractions. However, patient
tolerance and cost may limit widespread use.

e Manual Therapy and Myofascial Release: This
hands-on technique addresses pelvic pain
syndromes by relaxing hypertonic muscles and
improving tissue mobility. It is frequently used for
patients with dyspareunia or chronic pelvic pain.

e Movement Re-education and Core Stabilization:
Integrating breathing techniques, posture correction,
and core strengthening exercises (like Pilates)
enhances overall pelvic stability. Such programs
have been found effective in improving outcomes in

women with combined musculoskeletal complaints.

5. Barriers to Access and Utilization

Despite evidence of efficacy, several systemic and
psychosocial barriers hinder access to postpartum

physiotherapy:

e Awareness: Many women are unaware that
symptoms like urinary leakage are treatable and not
just a normal part of postpartum life.

e Stigma: Pelvic health issues remain taboo in many
cultures, leading to low reporting and treatment-
seeking behavior.

e  Cost and Insurance Coverage: In many countries,
physiotherapy is not included in public health
programs or insurance plans.

e Provider Availability: A shortage of trained pelvic
floor physical therapists in rural or low-resource

settings exacerbates the problem.

6. Clinical Outcomes and Quality of Life Improvements

The effectiveness of physical therapy is often evaluated using
both objective (e.g., perincometer readings, pad tests) and
subjective tools (e.g., PFDI-20, ICIQ-UI Short Form). Studies
have reported:
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e Improved muscle strength (by 20-40% over 12
weeks)

e Reduction in incontinence episodes

e Lowered pain scores

e  Enhanced sexual function

e Higher patient satisfaction and quality-of-life

indices

For example, Glazener et al. (2017) showed that a structured
6-month physiotherapy protocol led to significantly lower
prolapse and incontinence scores in a cohort of 478 women

compared to control.

METHODOLOGY

1. Research Design

A mixed-methods observational study was conducted to
evaluate the effectiveness of structured postpartum physical
therapy on pelvic floor dysfunction (PFD) recovery. The
design incorporated both quantitative assessments and
qualitative feedback to provide a holistic understanding of

therapeutic outcomes.

2. Participants

A total of 120 postpartum women between the ages of 22
and 40 years, diagnosed with PFD within six months of
vaginal delivery, were recruited from obstetrics and
gynecology departments across three urban hospitals in India.

Exclusion criteria included women with:

e Pre-existing pelvic floor disorders prior to
pregnancy

e Neurological conditions affecting muscle control

e Caesarean-only deliveries

e Incomplete follow-up data

Participants were randomly assigned into two groups:

e Group A (Intervention Group): Received
structured physical therapy for 12 weeks (n=60)
¢  Group B (Control Group): Received only routine

postnatal care without targeted therapy (n=60)

3. Intervention Protocol

Participants in Group A underwent a supervised 12-week

physical therapy program, comprising:

e Pelvic Floor Muscle Training (PFMT): Kegel
exercises with progressive resistance, 3 times daily.

o Biofeedback sessions: Weekly, using EMG sensors
for guided training.

e Education sessions: Weekly group counseling on
posture, ergonomics, and voiding behavior.

e Home-based exercise modules: Tailored and

monitored through weekly logbooks.

Group B continued with regular gynecological care but
received no physiotherapy unless symptoms became severe

or referred.

4. Assessment Tools

Assessments were carried out at baseline, week 6, and week

12, using:

e Pelvic Floor Distress Inventory (PFDI-20)

e  Modified Oxford Scale (MOS) for muscle grading

e International Consultation on Incontinence
Questionnaire—Urinary  Incontinence  Short
Form (ICIQ-UI SF)

e Visual Analog Scale (VAS) for pain

e Patient Global Impression of Improvement (PGI-
I) at week 12

5. Data Analysis
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e Descriptive statistics were used to profile
demographics.

e Repeated measures ANOVA was applied to test
changes over time.
e Student’s t-test compared outcome variables

between groups.

e p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically
significant.
Statistical analysis table
Outcome Group A | Group B | Observed
Measure 12 az Change
weeks) weeks)
PFDI-20  Score | 45.3 1] 71.6 L] -37.2 vs. -
(mean) (from (from 11.5
82.5) 83.1)
ICIQ-UI SF | 5.2 1193 1]-59 vs. -
(leakage severity) | (from (from 1.5
11.1) 10.8)
VAS for pelvic | 2.1 1149 l]-46 vs. -
pain (0-10) (from 6.7) | (from 6.8) | 1.9
PGI-I Score | 2.2 (avg) | 3.8 (avg) | Higher
(1=very = much satisfaction
better)

Symptom Improvements After 12 Weeks of Physical Therapy

372

Improvement Score

Group A (Intervention)
== Group B (Control)

19

PFDI-20 Score

ICIQ-UI SF

VAS Pain Score

Chart : Symptom Improvements After 12 Weeks of

Physical Therapy

RESULTS

The outcomes of the 12-week intervention revealed clear
distinctions between the physiotherapy group (Group A) and

the control group (Group B) across all evaluated parameters.

Muscle Strength Improvement:

Participants in Group A demonstrated significant
improvement in pelvic floor muscle strength. The Modified
Oxford Scale (MOS) scores improved from an average of 2.1
at baseline to 4.0 by the end of the program. In contrast, the
control group, which did not receive structured therapy,
exhibited only a minor improvement from 2.0 to 2.4. This
substantial gain in Group A underscores the effectiveness of
guided exercise routines, including supervised Kegel training

and biofeedback therapy.

Symptom Reduction:

The Pelvic Floor Distress Inventory (PFDI-20) scores in
Group A decreased markedly over the study period, dropping
from an average of 82.5 to 45.3—a 37.2-point reduction,
indicating a significant decline in symptom severity.
Meanwhile, Group B showed only a modest decrease from
83.1 to 71.6, a 11.5-point reduction. These findings suggest
that while some spontancous healing may occur postpartum,

structured intervention significantly accelerates recovery.

Similarly, urinary leakage severity, measured using the
International Consultation on Incontinence Questionnaire—
Urinary Incontinence Short Form (ICIQ-UI SF), showed a
greater reduction in Group A—from 11.1 to 5.2—compared
to Group B’s change from 10.8 to 9.3. This translates to an
average symptom improvement of nearly 6 points in the

intervention group versus only 1.5 points in the control group.

Pelvic Pain and Patient Satisfaction:

Pain intensity measured via the Visual Analog Scale (VAS)
showed a notable decrease in Group A, with average pain
scores falling from 6.7 at baseline to 2.1 by week 12. Group

B participants also experienced some relief, but less
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substantially, with scores decreasing from 6.8 to 4.9. This
differential suggests that physical therapy had a more

profound effect on pain management.

Regarding patient satisfaction and perceived recovery, Group
A reported an average Patient Global Impression of
Improvement (PGI-I) score of 2.2 (where 1 indicates “very
much better” and 7 indicates “very much worse”), reflecting
a high degree of subjective improvement. In comparison,
Group B averaged a PGI-I score of 3.8, indicating a lower

level of satisfaction with recovery.

Qualitative Feedback:

Post-intervention interviews conducted with Group A
participants further reinforced quantitative findings. Many
women described improved control over urinary functions,
reduced fear of pelvic discomfort during daily activities, and
restored confidence in their bodies. Emotional outcomes were
also highlighted, with several participants reporting reduced
embarrassment, enhanced sexual satisfaction, and greater

motivation to maintain self-care routines.

CONCLUSION

The study provides robust evidence for the -clinical
effectiveness of postpartum physical therapy in managing
pelvic floor dysfunction. Participants who engaged in a
structured 12-week program exhibited marked improvements
in muscle strength, symptom reduction, and overall quality of
life compared to those receiving standard postnatal care
alone. These findings reaffirm the role of physiotherapy as a
frontline intervention, capable of addressing both the physical

and psychological burdens associated with PFD.

Importantly, this research highlights the need for greater
integration of pelvic health rehabilitation into routine
maternal healthcare. Awareness campaigns, improved
referral systems, and training programs for clinicians are

necessary to scale access to these services. Cultural taboos
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and economic barriers must be addressed through community

education and policy support.

Future directions include the development of mobile app—
based pelvic therapy modules, telehealth integration, and
personalized exercise regimens using Al-guided feedback
systems. Additionally, longitudinal studies are needed to

assess long-term outcomes and relapse rates.

In closing, postpartum pelvic floor therapy is not merely a
rehabilitative strategy—it is a restorative health imperative

that ensures dignified, empowered recovery for new mothers.
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