
physical therapy for rectus diastasis
physical therapy for rectus diastasis is a specialized treatment approach aimed at addressing the
separation of the rectus abdominis muscles, commonly known as diastasis recti. This condition often
arises postpartum but can also affect individuals due to obesity, aging, or improper physical exertion.
Physical therapy focuses on strengthening the core muscles, improving functional movement, and
facilitating the natural healing process without invasive procedures. This article explores the causes,
diagnosis, and detailed physical therapy interventions for rectus diastasis. It also discusses exercises,
precautions, and the overall benefits of conservative management to restore abdominal integrity and
enhance quality of life.
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Understanding Rectus Diastasis
Rectus diastasis, medically referred to as diastasis recti abdominis, is the partial or complete
separation of the two parallel muscle bands that run vertically along the front of the abdomen. This
separation occurs due to the stretching and thinning of the linea alba, the connective tissue that holds
these muscles together. It is most common among postpartum women as the abdominal wall
stretches to accommodate pregnancy, but it can also develop in men and non-pregnant individuals
due to factors such as excessive abdominal pressure or weakened core muscles.

Causes of Rectus Diastasis
The primary causes of rectus diastasis include:

Pregnancy and childbirth leading to increased abdominal wall pressure

Obesity and rapid weight gain that strains the abdominal muscles

Genetic predisposition affecting connective tissue strength

Aging and loss of muscle tone



Improper heavy lifting or strenuous physical activity

Symptoms and Impact on Daily Life
Individuals with rectus diastasis may experience a visible bulge or gap in the midline of the abdomen,
especially when contracting the muscles. This condition can lead to lower back pain, poor posture,
pelvic floor dysfunction, and decreased core stability, affecting activities such as lifting, bending, and
even breathing deeply. Addressing these symptoms early with appropriate therapy is crucial to
prevent further complications.

Diagnosis and Assessment
Accurate diagnosis of rectus diastasis is essential for designing an effective physical therapy plan.
Diagnosis typically involves both clinical examination and imaging techniques, ensuring the extent of
separation and muscle functionality are properly evaluated.

Clinical Examination
Physical therapists or physicians perform a manual assessment by palpating the linea alba to
measure the width of the separation between the rectus muscles. This is often done with the patient
lying supine and performing a gentle head lift to engage the abdominal muscles. The measurement is
recorded in finger widths or centimeters to determine severity.

Imaging Techniques
Ultrasound imaging and sometimes MRI scans provide detailed visualization of the abdominal wall's
structure, confirming the presence and extent of diastasis. These tools help rule out other abdominal
pathologies and guide treatment planning.

Principles of Physical Therapy for Rectus Diastasis
Physical therapy for rectus diastasis centers on restoring abdominal muscle function, reducing the
separation, and improving overall core stability. The approach is gradual and customized based on
individual assessment findings. Early intervention is recommended to optimize healing and prevent
worsening of the condition.

Core Muscle Strengthening
Therapeutic exercises target the deep core muscles, including the transverse abdominis, pelvic floor,
diaphragm, and multifidus. Activation of these muscles supports the linea alba and reduces excessive
strain on the separated rectus muscles.



Postural Correction and Functional Training
Restoring proper posture and movement patterns is vital to distribute forces evenly across the
abdominal wall. Physical therapists educate patients on body mechanics during daily activities to
minimize intra-abdominal pressure spikes that can exacerbate diastasis.

Use of Supportive Devices
In some cases, external supports such as abdominal binders or compression garments are
recommended to provide additional support during initial rehabilitation phases. These aids help
maintain alignment and reduce discomfort while performing exercises.

Effective Exercises for Rectus Diastasis
Exercise selection is crucial in physical therapy for rectus diastasis. The goal is to engage the core
without increasing intra-abdominal pressure that could worsen muscle separation. Exercises should
be performed with correct technique and progressive intensity.

Recommended Exercises

Transverse Abdominis Activation: Gentle drawing in of the lower abdomen towards the1.
spine while maintaining normal breathing.

Pelvic Tilts: Controlled rocking of the pelvis to engage the lower abdominal muscles and2.
improve lumbar stability.

Modified Planks: Starting with wall or knee planks to build core endurance without3.
overstraining.

Heel Slides: Slowly sliding one heel forward while keeping the core engaged to promote4.
abdominal control.

Bridge Exercise: Lifting the hips off the floor by engaging the glutes and core to strengthen5.
the posterior chain.

Exercises to Avoid
Certain movements can increase intra-abdominal pressure and worsen rectus diastasis, including:

Full sit-ups and crunches

Heavy lifting without proper support



Intense twisting motions of the torso

High-impact abdominal exercises such as leg raises with poor form

Precautions and Contraindications
Physical therapy interventions for rectus diastasis must be carefully tailored to avoid exacerbating the
condition. Patients should be monitored for pain, unusual bulging, or discomfort during exercises.
Certain health conditions may require modifications or temporary cessation of therapy.

Monitoring and Progression
Therapists should continually assess patient response and adjust exercise intensity accordingly.
Gradual progression ensures safe strengthening without risking additional injury or abdominal wall
damage.

Contraindications
Therapy should be avoided or modified in cases of:

Severe diastasis with herniation requiring surgical intervention

Acute abdominal or pelvic pain

Postoperative restrictions following abdominal surgery

Other medical conditions contraindicating physical exertion

Benefits of Physical Therapy over Surgical Options
While surgery can correct severe rectus diastasis, physical therapy offers a non-invasive alternative
that addresses the underlying muscular imbalances and promotes long-term functional improvement.
It is often the first line of treatment for mild to moderate cases and can reduce the need for surgical
intervention.

Advantages of Conservative Management

Lower risk of complications compared to surgical procedures

Improvement in core strength and overall physical function



Potential resolution or reduction of the abdominal gap

Cost-effectiveness and accessibility

Supports better posture and reduces related musculoskeletal pain

When Surgery May Be Necessary
Surgical repair is considered when physical therapy fails to improve symptoms or when the diastasis
is accompanied by significant herniation. In such cases, physical therapy remains an important
component of pre- and post-operative care to optimize outcomes and rehabilitation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is rectus diastasis and how can physical therapy help?
Rectus diastasis is the separation of the rectus abdominis muscles along the midline of the abdomen.
Physical therapy can help by using targeted exercises to strengthen the core muscles, improve
abdominal function, and promote healing to reduce the separation.

Which physical therapy exercises are most effective for rectus
diastasis?
Effective exercises for rectus diastasis include pelvic tilts, transverse abdominis activation, heel
slides, modified crunches, and gentle core strengthening movements that avoid excessive intra-
abdominal pressure.

How soon after childbirth can I start physical therapy for
rectus diastasis?
Physical therapy for rectus diastasis can typically begin a few weeks postpartum, once cleared by a
healthcare provider. Early gentle core activation and pelvic floor exercises are often recommended to
support recovery.

Can physical therapy completely heal rectus diastasis without
surgery?
In many cases, physical therapy can significantly improve or resolve rectus diastasis, especially when
the separation is mild to moderate. However, severe cases may require surgical intervention for
complete correction.



Are there any activities or movements to avoid during
physical therapy for rectus diastasis?
Yes, activities that increase intra-abdominal pressure such as heavy lifting, intense abdominal
crunches, sit-ups, or straining should be avoided to prevent worsening the separation during physical
therapy.

How long does it typically take to see improvement in rectus
diastasis with physical therapy?
Improvement timelines vary, but many individuals notice positive changes within 8 to 12 weeks of
consistent physical therapy focused on core strengthening and proper alignment.

Additional Resources
1. Reclaim Your Core: A Physical Therapist's Guide to Healing Diastasis Recti
This comprehensive guide offers a step-by-step approach to healing diastasis recti through targeted
physical therapy exercises. The book explains the anatomy of the abdominal muscles and provides
safe, effective techniques to restore core strength. It is suitable for postpartum women and anyone
seeking non-surgical recovery options.

2. The Diastasis Recti Recovery Manual: Physical Therapy Solutions for a Stronger Core
Focused on practical rehabilitation, this manual presents evidence-based physical therapy protocols
designed to close the abdominal gap caused by diastasis recti. It includes detailed exercise plans,
posture correction strategies, and tips for integrating core work into daily life. The book is highly
recommended for therapists and patients alike.

3. Healing Diastasis Recti: Exercises and Therapy to Restore Your Core
This book emphasizes gentle, progressive exercises tailored to individuals with diastasis recti.
Alongside physical therapy techniques, it explores breathing and alignment principles that support
healing. Readers will find clear illustrations and guidance to safely rebuild abdominal integrity.

4. Core Rehabilitation for Diastasis Recti: A Physical Therapist’s Approach
Written by a licensed physical therapist, this text dives into the biomechanics of diastasis recti and
offers clinical insights for effective rehabilitation. It covers assessment methods, exercise
modifications, and functional training to promote long-term recovery. The book is ideal for clinicians
and dedicated patients.

5. Postpartum Core Healing: Physical Therapy Strategies for Diastasis Recti
Targeting new mothers, this book provides a nurturing physical therapy program to address diastasis
recti postpartum. It covers safe exercise progressions, pelvic floor engagement, and lifestyle
modifications to enhance healing. The compassionate tone encourages users to prioritize self-care
and patience.

6. Functional Fitness for Diastasis Recti: Physical Therapy and Exercise Integration
This title integrates physical therapy principles with functional fitness routines designed to improve
core stability and close the abdominal separation. It offers adaptable workouts that consider varying
degrees of diastasis recti severity. Readers will benefit from a holistic approach combining strength,



flexibility, and posture.

7. Beyond the Gap: Physical Therapy Solutions to Diastasis Recti
This book explores the complexities of diastasis recti and the role of physical therapy in
comprehensive healing. It includes case studies, rehabilitation exercises, and advice on managing
symptoms such as back pain and pelvic instability. The author emphasizes a personalized treatment
plan for optimal results.

8. Abdominal Rehabilitation for Diastasis Recti: Techniques and Therapy
Designed for both practitioners and patients, this resource delves into specialized therapeutic
techniques to rehabilitate the abdominal wall. It highlights manual therapy, neuromuscular re-
education, and progressive core strengthening exercises. The book supports a multidisciplinary
approach to healing.

9. Strong Core, Strong Body: Physical Therapy Approaches to Diastasis Recti
This empowering book combines physical therapy exercises with lifestyle advice to help individuals
overcome diastasis recti and regain confidence in their bodies. It discusses the importance of
nutrition, movement patterns, and mental well-being in the recovery process. Readers are
encouraged to build sustainable habits for lasting core strength.
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