
 

 
 

Information for Women Suffering from Urinary Incontinence 

Millions of women experience involuntary loss of urine called 
urinary incontinence (UI). Some women may lose a few 
drops of urine while running or coughing. Others may feel a 
strong, sudden urge to urinate just before losing a large 
amount of urine. Many women experience both symptoms. UI 
can be slightly bothersome or totally debilitating. For some 
women, the risk of public embarrassment keeps them from 
enjoying many activities with their family and friends. Urine 
loss can also occur during sexual activity and cause 
tremendous emotional distress. 

Women experience UI twice as often as men. Pregnancy and childbirth, menopause, and the 
structure of the female urinary tract account for this difference. But both women and men can 
become incontinent from neurologic injury, birth defects, stroke, multiple sclerosis, and 
physical problems associated with aging. 

Older women experience UI more often than younger women. But incontinence is not 
inevitable with age. UI is a medical problem. Your doctor or nurse can help you find a solution. 
No single treatment works for everyone, but many women can find improvement WITHOUT 
surgery. 

Incontinence occurs because of problems with muscles and nerves that help to hold or release 
urine. The body stores urine—water and wastes removed by the kidneys—in the bladder, a 
balloon-like organ. The bladder connects to the urethra, the tube through which urine leaves 
the body. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                       

                             Figure 
1.—Front view of bladder and sphincter muscles



During urination, muscles in the wall of the bladder contract, forcing urine o ut of the bladder 
and into the urethra. At the same time, sphincter muscles surrounding the urethra relax, 
letting urine pass out of the body. Incontinence will occur if your bladder muscles suddenly 
contract or the sphincter muscles are not strong enough to hold back urine. Urine may escape 
with less pressure than usual if the muscles are damaged, causing a change in the position of 
the bladder. Obesity, which is associated with increased abdominal pressure, can worsen 
incontinence. Fortunately, weight loss can reduce its severity. 

How to do Kegel exercises 
It takes diligence to identify your pelvic floor muscles and learn how to contract and relax 
them. Here are some pointers:  

Find the right muscles 
To make sure you know how to contract your pelvic floor muscles, try to stop the flow of urine 
while you're going to the bathroom. If you succeed, you've got the basic move. Or try another 
technique: Insert a finger inside your vagina and try to squeeze the surrounding muscles. You 
should be able to feel your vagina tighten and your pelvic floor move upward. Then relax your 
muscles and feel your pelvic floor move down to the starting position. As your muscles 
become stronger — and you become more experienced with the exercises — this movement 
will be more pronounced.  

But don't make a habit of starting and stopping your urine 
stream. Doing Kegel exercises with a full bladder or while 
emptying your bladder can actually weaken the muscles. It can 
also lead to incomplete emptying of the bladder, which increases 
your risk of a urinary tract infection.  

If you're having trouble finding the right muscles, don't be 
embarrassed to ask for help. Your doctor or other health care 
provider can give you important feedback so that you learn to 
isolate and exercise the correct muscles.  

Perfect your technique 
Once you've identified your pelvic floor muscles, empty your 
bladder and sit or lie down. Then:  

 Contract your pelvic floor muscles.  
 Hold the contraction for three seconds then relax for 

three seconds.  
 Repeat 10 times.  
 Once you've perfected three-second muscle contractions, 

try it for four seconds at a time, alternating muscle 
contractions with a four-second rest period.  

 Work up to keeping the muscles contracted for 10 
seconds at a time, relaxing for 10 seconds between 
contractions.  

To get the maximum benefit, focus on tightening only your pelvic floor muscles or isolating 
your pelvic floor muscles. Be careful not to flex the muscles in your abdomen, thighs or 
buttocks. Also, try not to hold your breath. Just relax, breathe freely and focus on tightening 
the muscles around your vagina and rectum.  



Repeat three times a day  
Perform a set of 10 Kegel exercises three times a day. The 
exercises will get easier the more often you do them. You might 
make a practice of fitting in a set every time you do a routine 
task, such as checking e-mail or commuting to work.  

Vary your technique with one of these methods:  

 Try sets of mini-Kegels. Count quickly to 10 or 20, 
contracting and relaxing your pelvic floor muscles each time 
you say a number.  

 Visualize an elevator. Slow down the exercises, gradually 
contracting and releasing your pelvic floor muscles one at a 
time. As you contract, visualize an elevator traveling up four 
floors. At each floor, contract your muscles a little more until 
you reach maximum contraction at the fourth floor. Hold the 
contraction and then slowly release the tension as you visualize the elevator returning to 
the ground floor. Repeat 10 times.  

Biofeedback training 

If you have trouble doing Kegel exercises, biofeedback training may help. In a biofeedback 
session, a physical therapist will either insert a small monitoring probe into your vagina or 
place adhesive electrodes on the skin outside your vagina or rectal area. When you contract 
your pelvic floor muscles, you'll see a measurement on a monitor that lets you know whether 
you've successfully contracted the right muscles. You'll also be able to see how long you hold 
the contraction.  

Another technique uses electrical stimulation to help you feel the muscles contract. The 
procedure is painless, although you'll experience a buzzing feeling as a small electrical current 
is applied to your pelvic floor muscles, making them contract. Once you feel this sensation a 
few times, you'll probably be able to duplicate the exercise on your own. Because simpler 
methods work for most women, this technique is rarely used.  

When to expect results 

If you do your Kegel exercises faithfully, you can expect to see some results, such as less 
frequent urine leakage, within about eight to 12 weeks. Your improvement may be dramatic — 
or, at the very least, you may keep your problems from worsening. As with other forms of 
physical activity, you need to make Kegel exercises a lifelong practice to reap lifelong rewards.  

Please contact Performance Physical Therapy at 401-433-4049 to make an 
appointment or with any questions specific to urinary incontinence. 

Or email Lisa DeCoste MSPT,DPT,OCS at ldecoste@performanceptri.com
 

 
The information on this page is provided to you from Performance Physical Therapy. It is not intended to 
replace any information/treatment provided to you by your health care provider. Please feel free to check 

with your Physical Therapist if you have any questions about the information provided on this page. 
 We are here to help you reach your Peak Performance! 

Ph: 401-726-7100 or 401-435-4540 
6 Convenient Rhode Island Locations 

Check us out online at: www.performanceptri.com
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