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Pelvic Muscle Overactivity 
 
The aim of this leaflet is to provide you with information about how your pelvic 
floor muscles function and what symptoms occur when the pelvic floor 
muscles become overactive. The pelvic floor muscles are the supportive 
muscles that fill the lower part of the pelvis and surround the bladder opening, 
vagina/penis, and bowel. These muscles tighten to control the bladder and 
bowel preventing leakage, enable erections and relax to pass urine or stool.  
 
Female Pelvic Floor                                                    Male Pelvic Floor  
 

          
 

We can grip the pelvic floor muscles without realising, causing over activity of 
the muscle, increasing muscle tension and preventing relaxation.  The over 
activity of the muscles causes hypersensitivity which in turn causes more 
tension and symptoms of fatigue, tightness, weakness, cramping, aches and 
pain in the pelvis and can affect the function of your bladder, bowel and 
vagina /penis. 
 
Watch: “Why things hurt”  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwd-wLdIHjs   
 
If we have bladder or bowel problems we often think doing pelvic floor muscle 
strengthening exercises will benefit but they may not be appropriate and could 
increase pain and symptoms. Examination of the muscles, either anally or 
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vaginally assesses if the muscles are held in tension and helps us decide the 
appropriate treatment. 
 

Bladder symptoms  
The common symptoms affecting the bladder due to overactive pelvic floor 
muscles are frequency, which is needing to go to the toilet more regularly; 
nocturia, needing to get up to the toilet more than once at night; urgency, 
needing to rush to the toilet and finding it difficult to ‘hold on’; a constant ‘drip’ 
leakage, slow flow or difficulty emptying the bladder. These symptoms may 
make you think you have an infection , it is important to provide a urine test to 
your GP and only take antibiotics if an infection is found. If the sample is 
negative and it is the over activity of the muscles that is causing the 
symptoms, this is bladder pain syndrome (BPS).   
 
Many people with bladder symptoms try to manage the problems bydrinking 
less. This causes concentrated urine and constipation which can irritate the 
bladder further. Make sure you are drinking one and a half to two litres of 
clear fluid each day. Urine should be pale and not have a strong odour. Some 
foods can make bladder pain worse, for example those high in sodium or 
potassium (bananas); high in acid such as citrus fruit, cranberries, tomatoes, 
artificial sweeteners and vitamin C. It may be worth you avoiding these foods 
for a time to assess if they affect your symptoms. Also try avoiding cigarettes 
and drinks that contain caffeine or stimulate the nerves, these include 
blackcurrant juice, tea, coffee, green teas, chocolate, alcohol or fizzy drinks. 
 
When you experience urgency there is often a desire to clench your legs 
together or run to the toilet. It is better to relax and use distraction techniques. 
After the initial strong sensation of urgency has passed, walk to the toilet at 
your normal pace. If there are times when your pain or urgency comes on 
suddenly, increase your water fluid intake and discuss your symptoms with 
your GP. 
 

Bowel symptoms 
Stools should be soft and easy to pass and you should not feel constipated or 
a need to strain. You can make the bowel action softer by regular fluids and 
increasing the soluble fibre in your diet.  The healthy eating “Eatwell Guide” 
can help you to understand the different types of food that make up a healthy 
balanced diet.  
 
Read: https://www.bda.uk.com/foodfacts/healthy_eating 
 
You can increase bowel contractions by regular exercise, such as a brisk walk 
every day and visiting the toilet when you have the urge and not deferring for 
long periods of time. Abdominal massage may be helpful. 
 
Watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JTOkKVlBHzk 
 
It is important to relax your pelvic floor muscles to pass a stool, always sit and 
never ‘hover’, also avoid straining and pushing. We advise you to sit on the 
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toilet with your feet on a low stool, leaning forward, breathing deeply and 
relaxing the abdominal and pelvic muscles, rather than straining.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If constipation is difficult to manage and nothing works even when you do 
everything right, it is important to talk to your doctor.  
 
 

Painful sex symptoms 
Painful sex is called dyspareunia and you may feel upset when you are 
unable to enjoy sex with your partner. You may find your skin is sensitive at 
the opening of the vagina; find it difficult to insert a tampon, or have deep 
pelvic pain during intercourse. These problems can cause you to 
subconsciously tighten the pelvic floor muscles. If you are a woman who 
experiences pain during intercourse a lubricant should be used that is 
paraben free. Water based vaginal lubricants such as KY Jelly® or a fruit 
based lubricant like Sylk® or Yes® can be helpful, if you feel vaginally dry a 
topical oestrogen cream may be appropriate, you should discuss this with 
your GP. If men experience pain on ejaculation or during intercourse the 
exercises to relax the pelvic floor will help. 
 
If you experience pain with intercourse explain to your partner that it may be 
helpful to limit penetrative intercourse until the muscles improve and changing 
the position for intercourse may help. Women can practise by gently inserting 
a finger into the vagina while relaxing the pelvic floor before penetration. Or 
they may find that a vaginal dilator, vibrator or Therawand® can help teach 
the muscles to relax.  
 

Pelvic pain symptoms  
Many people describe a pain in one or more areas including the pelvis; groin; 
genitals; thighs; coccyx or buttocks. It can come on at any time, sometimes 
wake you at night; may go down into your legs and your skin may feel sore 
and isn’t helped much by pain medications. Pain maybe constant or 
intermittent; a general ache or stabbing and may increase with exercise or 
walking. When you feel pain regularly it can affect your emotions and you may 
feel it’s a struggle to cope. It is common for anyone with longstanding pain to 
have problems with poor sleep, fatigue, anxiety, low mood, nausea, sweating, 
dizziness or faint feelings.  
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Management of bladder, bowel and pelvic pain symptoms 
With such a variety of symptoms identified above it is often a combination of 
making changes to your lifestyle and muscle relaxation and stretching 
exercises that can help you to manage over activity of the muscles.  
 

Lifestyle issues 
It may be helpful to make a list of your symptoms at the start of treatment to 
help you to review changes. Think about what worries you most about the 
symptoms and consider whether they are worse if you are stressed or over-
tired. Think about the things that trigger your stress, and problem-solve them 
one at a time. Pacing your daily activities will help you not to become overtired 
so you can do the activities that you want but also fit in your exercises and 
relaxation. It is important to be patient with yourself as it may take a few 
weeks or months to notice an improvement. 
 

Muscle relaxation exercises 
Many of the symptoms above have identified that the pelvic floor muscles can 
contract too much and are overactive. Whilst you may be anxious about 
exercise, relaxation and gentle movement will help reduce pain.  
 
To relax the muscles start in a comfortable position either lying on your tummy 
over a pillow, on your side with a pillow between your knees or sitting in a 
supportive chair. Think about your body and ensure that you are not gripping 
any muscles. Let your belly relax and practise deep breathing techniques 
which are used in yoga and help pelvic floor and abdominal relaxation. Place 
your hands on your lower ribs, breathe in deeply, bringing air into the base of 
your lungs for a slow count of four. Your hands should move out and your 
belly should relax and move forwards. Ensure that you let your abdomen, 
buttocks and inner thighs relax also. Breathe out slowly for a count of seven; 
this technique needs regular practice to master. 
 
Watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZtb6ZDDQ2g 
 
Importantly, focus on letting the pelvic floor muscles soften and loosen inside 
your bottom. Imagine the pelvic floor as a balloon that is gently inflating as 
you take a breath in. As you improve, it is important to be able to relax your 
pelvic floor muscles in different positions. Think about how you hold yourself 
in standing and avoid holding tension in your pelvic muscles, buttocks and 
abdomen. Practise this regularly during the day and use the techniques 
before you go to sleep. Sometimes it may be useful to gently squeeze the 
pelvic floor, and then let it “drop” or relax. This is not an easy technique to 
learn especially if you have had these symptoms for a significant time. 
Practise regularly, listening to relaxation videos/ apps may also help. 
 

Listen: Female voice: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NSgpUUjReSQ  

Male voice: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwwsPdPZCYs 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JZtb6ZDDQ2g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NSgpUUjReSQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gwwsPdPZCYs
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For men relaxing the pelvic floor can be observed by standing in front of a 
mirror without your underwear and lifting your testicles gently up towards your 
body by tightening your pelvic muscles then relaxing your pelvic floor and let 
the testicles hang loose again. You may notice your penis retract as you 
tighten. Think about your anus and how it moves, in and closed or down and 
loose. It is the relaxing and loosening part of this exercise that is important.  
 

Massage 
Massage lengthens the muscles and increases the blood flow to the pelvic 
area which reduces pain. You may find sore points in your muscles of your 
thighs; buttocks; abdomen and pelvic floor. Lie down comfortably and use a 
small amount of massage cream (or vaginal lubricant) find a sore point and 
either press and hold or massage the area for 30 to 90 seconds, the pain will 
subside. Then move on to the next point. Massage can be especially helpful 
before intercourse as it can minimise spasm after orgasm.  
 
A therawand® can help you massage the internal pelvic floor muscles. 
 
Watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KPt9PUvw5x0  
 

Stretching muscles 
Regular stretching and exercise decreases pelvic symptoms, pain and 
discomfort. It is important to start slowly, remembering that underused 
muscles feel more pain than toned ones. These stretches are designed to 
loosen the muscles inside and around the pelvis. Take the movements to a 
point of increased tension but never to where they hurt.  
 

Watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R3Rydb1nZU4 
 

General exercise 
Ensure that you regularly participate in gentle exercise, such as walking as it 
is a simple way to manage pain and stress. It tones the body and releases 
feel good hormones. Try and complete 2-3 sessions of exercise per week of 
20-30 minutes. Include a gentle warm up and cool down. More intense 
exercise, involving hard work for 20 seconds then ease for 70 seconds for 5-9 
sets is also helpful, though you may need to work up to this increased 
intensity. Beware of exercises such as heavy weights, high impact exercise or 
cycling as they can all make the pelvic floor muscles tighter and you may 
experience more symptoms. Instead, you could use a cross trainer, walk on a 
treadmill or swim.   
 

Daily routine 
It is important to be attentive to your lifestyle and do your stretching exercises, 
breathing relaxation and walking twice every day. Combine this with massage; 
good bladder and bowel management; eating and drinking well and avoiding 
straining during any activity. It is important to have a good sleep routine where 
you can rest and relax. It’s a good idea to keep a record of the routines that 
help you manage as this can give you confidence on your pain management. 
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You can document if you have a set back and what you did to help it. Your 
health professional will help support you and give advice as necessary.  
 

Coping with pelvic muscle over activity 
Managing these symptoms is about self-help, and what you can do for 
yourself. It is about accepting that you have symptoms and understanding 
how you can help. Improvement may come slowly and it is important to pay 
attention to all the advice given above. It is a very holistic approach and you 
will have to adopt a new routine to accommodate your needs. There may be 
setbacks, but the more you build confidence, the easier you will manage 
these.  
 

Further advice 
Persistent pain management video: www.youtube.com/watch?v=L0jdUv1e7e0 
Pain Management Website: www.tamethebeast.org/ 
 

Contact us 

If you have any questions or concerns about pelvic floor muscle over activity, 
please contact Julie Ellis, Emma Hargreaves, Rachel Evans, Pelvic Health 
Physiotherapists 0191 2825484 9.00am to 4.00pm Monday to Thursday 

Additional information: Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) can offer 
you on-the-spot advice and information when you have comments or 
concerns about our services or the care you have received. 0800 032 0202 

Useful websites  
 
If you would like further information about health conditions and treatment 
options, you may wish to have a look at the NHS Choices website at 
www.nhs.uk   
 
If you would like to find accessibility information for our hospitals, please visit 
www.disabledgo.com 
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