


2 No Laughing Matter, WEN, September 2004  

Looking after yourself

The basic exercise is a ‘squeeze
and lift’ - the closing and drawing
up of the back and front passages.
Women are often asked to imagine
that they are trying to stop passing
wind. It is important to do this
without squeezing your buttocks or
thighs together and without holding
your breath. Only the muscles of
the pelvic floor should be working.

First you need to establish your
'starting block' i.e. the number of
contractions and repetitions you
can do. Tighten the muscles as hard
as you can and hold for as long as

you can, up to a maximum of 10
seconds. Rest for four seconds.
Repeat (tighten, hold, release) as
many times as you can, up to a
maximum of 10 repetitions. The
starting block varies with each 
individual, e.g. you might be able
to tighten and hold for a two 
second hold and four repetitions.
Whatever your starting block is you
should repeat this routine as often
as you can throughout the day - six
times is recommended. Additionally
practice short quick contractions so
that your muscles are able to react

quickly i.e. when you laugh, cough
or sneeze.

As your muscles get stronger you
will find that you are able to hold
for longer and increase the repeti-
tions. Build up to 10 repetitions,
holding each for 10 seconds as well
as the 10 short quick contractions.

You may begin to see improve-
ments within two weeks. However
it can take up to three months to
strengthen the muscles. Results are
directly proportional to the amount
of exercise you do.

For all people experiencing inconti-
nence, it is extremely important to
seek professional medical advice to
rule out any underlying medical
condition. 

Stress incontinence is especially
common after childbirth or the 
menopause if the pelvic floor has
been damaged or weakened. The
pelvic floor is a complex web of
muscle tissue supporting the uterus,
bladder and rectum. It also has a

role in sexual fulfillment.
Stress incontinence can easily be

treated, resulting in significant
improvement and often a complete
cure. Your GP, specialist NHS physio-
therapist, NHS continence advisor
or independent specialist physio-
therapist can all help. 

Treatment varies depending on
the exact cause of the problem,
with the majority of cases 
responding well to pelvic floor 

exercises. Bladder retraining, 
muscle re-education, the use of
aids and equipment, as well as
lifestyle issues such as diet and
exercise may also be involved. 

Prevention is better
than cure

A study in Borneo where every
female teenager is taught 

pelvic floor exercise in 
preparation for marriage 

showed that the incidence 
of urinary incontinence was 

1:100 compared to 1:4 in the
western world.3Pelvic floor exercises

Stress incontinence can be easily
treated.

Stress incontinence can happen when
you sneeze, cough or laugh.

Practice short quick contractions so
that your muscles can react quickly.



• Washable pads and pants could
save you money 

• pant styles are more like 
ordinary underwear

• pants with inbuilt pads are less 
fiddly to use than disposable pads

• for people who are allergic to 
disposable products, washables 
may solve the problem4

• prevents waste 
• avoids the unnecessary waste and

expense of disposable pads when
they are discarded while still dry. 
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Disposable continence pads

• Stress incontinence occurs in men
too - a GP should check if there is
an underlying medical condition

• pelvic floor exercise can be 
beneficial to men

• men may find it particularly 
difficult to dispose of disposable
pads when away from home as 
public toilets do not provide the
same disposal bins for men as for
women

• washable products are also avail-
able for men.

Disposable continence pads are 
similar to sanitary towels. They
adhere to your pants and can only
be used once before being thrown
in the bin. They contain a variety of
plastics, paper fluff pulp and super-
absorbent chemicals and may be
individually packaged in yet another
layer of plastic. 

Single items may seem small but
the millions used soon add up. Our
used disposable pads are either
incinerated, dumped in a landfill
site or flushed out to sea. Landfill
space is running out; incineration
has its own problems with associat-
ed toxins in air emissions and ash;
and flushed pads can cause sewage
blockages. Even with modern
screening techniques, some sewage
related debris (SRD), like plastic
backing strips from pads, can still
pass through the system.
Beachwatch recorded that SRD
accounted for nearly 7% of all 
rubbish on Britain's beaches in
2001.5

Innovations in disposable product
technology have often been 
borrowed from advances in 
disposable nappy and feminine
hygiene products.6 In fact leading
manufacturers are active in all
three markets. WEN already has
successful real nappy and sanitary

protection campaigns. 
Bleaching woodpulp to make the

fluff pulp and paper for disposables
creates pollution. Elemental 
chlorine was the original bleaching
agent and was a source of dioxin, a
known human carcinogen.7, 8, 9

WEN's first campaign persuaded
manufacturers to change their
bleaching method; they now use
either chlorine dioxide or hydrogen
peroxide. As a result of this and
reduced use of chlorine in other
processes, dioxin levels in the 
environment are tending to fall. 10,11

Most disposables contain a super-
absorbent gel (normally sodium
polyacrylate) within the fluff pulp.12

This draws up moisture away from
the skin. This gel is claimed to be
non-toxic and has been approved 
by the American Food & Drug
Administration. However, it is
known that the dust can cause
problems in eyes and lungs during
manufacture.13,14 Polyacrylates are
a petroleum product and are not
biodegradable.15

Disposables contain several 
different kinds of plastic, made
from non-renewable crude oil. Most
plastics are not biodegradable, but
even for truly biodegradable mate-
rials, landfill sites do not provide
the right conditions.

Save money
Using reusable continence 
products could save you money.
For the amount you would spend
on disposable pads in eight
weeks, you could buy all the
washable pads you need to last 
a year or more. There are no 
additional washing costs when
pads or pants are included in
your normal household wash.

Organic cotton
Where possible, choose products
made of organic cotton as this
reduces pesticide use and avoids
inadvertently using products 
containing GM cotton. For more
information, see WEN's sanpro
briefing Seeing Red.

PVC
WEN recommends avoiding PVC-
containing products. Toxic 
pollutants are created in its 
manufacture and disposal16 and
phthalates, used to soften it, are
linked to reproductive damage.17

More info available from WEN.

VAT
Zero-rate VAT applies to all
continence products for personal
use. Only when buying large
quantities is a VAT Exemption
Declaration form required. Check
that you get the zero-rated price.

Why use washables? Men

Pants come in various attractive styles,
while some pads can be used with your
own underwear.




