
 DIASTASIS RECTUS ABDOMINIS

... and what to do about it 

10 Reasons          Your 

Is Not Getting Better

 Why

By Munira Hudani, Pelvic Health Physiotherapist

A Resource Guide 
for Patients and 

Professionals



Dear Reader, 

This guide was created to help both women with diastasis rectus abdominis 

(DRA), as well as professionals who train or treat women with DRA.  My intention was 

to provide insight on some of the most commonly overlooked factors that lead to a 

delay in post-partum core recovery. These are factors I discovered after helping 

countless women with their cores and realized I had to share this information in 

order to help more women get better.  

 

The guide uncovers 10 of the top reasons that are slowing down the recovery process 

but also gives concrete ways to overcome them. As you read through the following 

pages, there may be one , two , or even ten factors that resonate with you. Look to the 

end of each section for suggestions to help in your recovery. 

 

At the end of the guide , you 'll find a table summarizing all 10 reasons why your DRA 

may not be getting better , and can refer to it on an ongoing basis.  

 

I hope you find the information useful and I wish you all the best in your core rehab 

process. If you 're a fitness or rehab professional, I hope this guide helps your clients 

reach their outcomes faster! 

Best Regards, 

 

Munira Hudani, Women's Health Physiotherapist 

 

 

 

 DIASTASIS RECTUS ABDOMINIS

... and what to do about it 

10 Reasons          Your 

Is Not Getting Better

 Why

www.munirahudanipt.com Page 1



Reason 1:  
You're Exercising Lying Down

         Searching the internet for exercises to heal diastasis rectus abdominis will 

reveal plenty of exercises being done in a lying down position. Let’s go over why lying 

down on your back isn’t the ideal position to retrain your core. 

 

The essential mechanism behind any muscle contraction is the ability to transfer force 

from the muscle to it’s tendon, and then on to the bone.  As the force from the muscle 

"pulls" on the bone, through it's tendon, the bone moves in that direction. 

 

Take for example, the biceps muscle.  From the diagram below,  you can see that once 

the muscle contracts, it takes up any slack within the tendon and then it pulls on the 

forearm bone. The end result of this contraction is the elbow bending.  

The muscles of the abdominal wall have their own tendon-like extensions, which are 

called aponeuroses (a fancy word for flat, sheet-like, tendons) and insert into the linea 

alba. The linea alba acts as a midline anchor for all of the abdominal muscles.  

 

TENDON
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Linea Alba

Transversus 
Abdominis Muscle

Aponeurosis of 
Transversus 
Abdominis 

Muscle

Figure 1A Figure 1B

Figure 1A: A muscle 
with it's tendon inserted 
on to bone.

Figure 1B: When the 
biceps contracts, it pulls 
on the bone and bends 
the elbow.

Figure 1C: The 
transversus 
abdominis muscle 
and it's flat, sheet- 
like tendon 
(aponeurosis). 

For many post-partum women, the connective tissue in the abdominal wall is 

significantly stretched affecting not only the linea alba but the aponeuroses as well. 

When lying down, the connective tissue slackens which makes it much more difficult 

for the muscle to tense the slackened tissue, and for that tension to reach all the way to 

the linea alba. The very muscles and tissues in need of strengthening won't receive the 

necessary loading and stimulation to make changes. 



Reason 1:  
You’re Exercising Lying Down
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If, after months of rehab, you see little or no change in your DRA, look over your 

exercise program. Change your program to include more exercises in standing and 

seated positions to set the abdominal muscles up for success. 

What to do Instead: 

Choose Exercises that are in Upright Positions



Reason 2:  
You Aren't Maintaining Tension in the 

Linea Alba Throughout Your Exercises 

          In the realm of diastasis rehab, you may have heard others say you need to 

maintain tension in the linea alba when doing your exercises.  Let’s talk about what 

maintaining tension really means. 

 

As discussed in Reason 1 above, the muscles of the abdominal wall have their own 

connective tissue extensions that act like tendons and insert on to the linea 

alba.  When the abdominal muscles contract, the slack is taken up in the connective 

tissue resulting in tension within the linea alba (see Figure 2A).   

 

 The tricky part, however, is maintaining tension in the linea alba as you perform 

your exercises.  

Imagine the poles in the diagram are the left and right 
transversus abdominis muscle (the innermost abdominal 
muscle) and the rope is the linea alba. When the 
transversus abdominis contracts, the left and right sides 
move away from each other, creating tension in the linea 
alba. 

Figure 2A: Rope Barrier Analogy

If you feel tension in the linea alba, it means your transversus abdominis contraction 

was effective enough to transfer force all the way to the linea alba.  Tensioning this 

area is a necessary requirement to stimulate physiological improvements in the linea 

alba and to strengthen the inner abdominal muscles. 

 

If you're not feeling any kind of tension or firmness in the linea alba when engaging 

your core in an exercise, you might not reap the rewards from that exercise. It 

indicates the transversus abdominis muscle hasn't contracted as much as it needs to, 

in order to stimulate change.  One reason might be because the exercise is too hard 

for your TA at that point. Another reason is because of the position you're exercising 

in (see Reason 1 above).  

 

 

Why is this important? 
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Reason 2:  
You Aren't Maintaining Tension in the 

Linea Alba Throughout Your Exercises 

Ensure Tension is Maintained in the Linea Alba in Every Exercise You Do 

The first step in being able to tell if you have tension in the linea alba is 

being able to tell when you don’t have tension in the linea alba. This is 

when you're not exercising and when your core is not engaged. The 

purpose of this step is to improve your awareness and connection to 

what your inner core feels like when you're core is relaxed, and we 

accomplish this by feeling through the space in between your rectus 

abdominis. 

 

The following 3 steps  will help you become more familiar with tension. 

 

Place your fingers in the linea alba right above your belly button, sink 

your fingers down as far as they can go. You're not forcing it, but you 

are gently pressing your fingers into the tissues until they stop you from 

going further. 

 

Once you have sunk  your fingers into the midline, wiggle them from 

side to side to locate the boarders of the rectus abdominis muscles. 

Simply feel with the pads of your fingers and make note of: 

How do you know if you are, in fact, creating and maintaining tension in the linea alba? 

The firmness (or lack of) in the tissues  

How deep your fingers have sunken in  

How much “bounce” the tissues have 

(i.e. Would a coin bounce off the linea alba 

or would the coin sink into the midline?) 
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What to do Instead: 

3 Steps to Help You Become Familiar with Tension

Feel the Linea Alba When Inner Core is Not Engaged



Reason 2:  
You Aren't Maintaining Tension in the 

Linea Alba Throughout Your Exercises 

Keeping your fingers in the linea alba, turn on your pelvic floor 

(imagine you are stopping the flow of urine) and then add on a 

TA contraction (gently draw in the area below your belly button 

towards your spine), and then feel what happens under your 

fingers.  You should feel a gentle tensioning, stiffening or firmness in 

the tissues under your fingers, as though the space between the rectus 

abdominis is filling up.  

Perform one of your exercises with your fingers in the linea alba. Keep 

them there for the duration of that exercise and pay close attention to 

what you feel when you are working on your core. 

 

If the linea alba remains tensioned the whole time, great! If you notice 

the linea alba softens out some time after initiating the exercise, try to 

re-engage your pelvic floor and TA again. Do you feel tension again? If 

so, you might need to remind yourself to keep your deep core muscles 

on with every repetition. 

 

Get comfortable in feeling tension in all positions: lying on your back, lying on your 

side, hands and knees, sitting, standing etc. You may notice that some positions are 

much easier to feel tension in than others. Those are the positions you want 

to exercises in. Over time, go back to exercise positions that produced less tension and 

you may notice it's a bit easier now. 

  

If you struggle to keep your linea alba tensioned the whole time, you likely need to 

build up the endurance of your pelvic floor and TA before doing more challenging 

exercises. If this is the case, practice contracting the pelvic floor and TA fully and hold 

both for 10 seconds, repeating 10 times. This might be a stretch for you at first, but 

gradually work up to this over time. 

 

HELPFUL TIP: 
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Feel the Linea Alba When Core IS Engaged

Feel the Linea Alba During Exercise



Reason 3:  
You're Contracting the Wrong 

Abdominal Muscle

          During the post-partum period, it’s not uncommon for the deep abdominals, like 

the transversus abdominis, to be overtaken by the outer abdominals (internal and external 

obliques), either because the inner core is in a weakened state or because of previous 

habits. In these cases, the outer abdominal muscles can compensate for the lack of 

activation, or reduced activation of the deeper core.  

Lack of improvement in the abdomen after 6 weeks of core rehab might be the result 

of dominant outer abdominal muscles. 

Figure 3A: The Three Layers of Abdominal Muscles 
The transversus abdominis is the innermost abdominal muscle, and 
often the weakest, in the post-partum period. 
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If your internal obliques are taking over, you will notice the ribs flare outwards when 

you attempt to engage the core. Sometimes this creates a hollow space right under 

the ribs. This strategy may flatten the abdomen, not because you have actively 

engaged your TA, but because you've lifted the rib cage upwards.  

How Can You Tell if the Obliques are Taking Over? 



Reason 3:  
You're Contracting the Wrong 

Abdominal Muscle

When the TA contracts, you
will see uniform flattening of
the abdomen with little to no
movement of the ribs. 

You will often see the ribs 
flaring out sideways when the 
internal obliques contract. 

Figure 3C: Contraction of
the Internal Oblique
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If your external obliques are taking over, you will typically see gripping” in the upper

abdomen. There is usually a distinct indent below the ribs during the core engagement

and it almost looks like the rest of the abdomen is pushing out rather than pulling in.

This is what many call a “pressure belly” because it looks as though the belly is filled

with pressure.  

When the TA contracts, you 
will see uniform flattening of 
the abdomen with little to no 
movement of the ribs. 

When the external obliques
contract, they will pull the ribs
inwards which results in a
cinching effect in the upper
abdomen, right under the ribs.

Figure 3D: Contraction of 
the External Oblique



Reason 3:  
You're Contracting the Wrong 

Abdominal Muscle

If you’re struggling with any one of these compensation patterns, you will want to 

spend time re-learning how to activate your TA before continuing on with rehab. This 

might take a couple of days, a couple of weeks, or even a couple of months. 

Practice Activating the TA

To activate the TA, stand in front of a mirror, place your 

hands on the lower abdomen, near the pubic bone, and 

try drawing in that area. Imagine the belly button 

is situated lower down and try bringing your “new” belly 

button towards your spine. 

 

When your TA turns on correctly, you will notice the area 

right above your pubic bone pulls inwards towards your 

spine, flattening the abdomen. The ribs shouldn’t widen 

out or grip together, but rather, they should remain 

relatively unchanged in their position. 

 

It may feel foreign at first but it becomes easier with time. Once you're better at turning 

on your TA, try going back to your exercises with your new and improved technique!  
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What to do Instead: 

Figure 3B: Contraction of the 
Transversus Abdominis

You will see uniform flattening 
of the abdomen with little to no 
movement of the ribs when the 
TA contracts.



Reason 4:  
You're Doing General Exercises Rather 
than Exercises that Target the Core 

          Participating in a general exercise program while post-partum is a great 

idea. Exercise can help you sleep better, give you more energy, improve your mood, 

and help you shed baby weight. While general exercise is wonderful for you, it doesn’t 

focus on the area that might need a little extra help.   

 

The core muscles, like all other muscles in our body, respond to the Principle of 

Specificity. In exercise physiology, the Principle of Specificity states that training 

adaptations are highly specific to the type, volume, and intensity of the exercises 

performed. This means training results are specific to the type of training you do. So if 

you are trying to improve the status of your inner core, you will need to spend time 

working on the inner core. In other words, you don’t become an excellent swimmer by 

running! 

Rather than stopping all other forms of exercise to work on your core, try doing both. 

Spend time on restoring your core as well as time conditioning the rest of your body. 

 

The time spent on the core should focus on reconnecting to your deepest core muscles: 

the diaphragm, the transversus abdominis, and the pelvic floor. 

 

During this time, you can practice coordinating all three of these muscles together (see 

Figure 4A). 

Figure 4A: Coordinating the Inner Core Muscles 

Do Both General Exercise and Core Exercises

Inhale and release the pelvic floor and lower abs. 
 
Exhale and contract the pelvic floor and lower abs. 
 
In other words, think: 

Inhale and Release. Exhale and Contract.

Diaphragm 
 
Transversus 
Abdominis 
 
Pelvic Floor
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What to do Instead: 



Reason 4:  
You're Doing General Exercises Rather 
than Exercises that Target the Core 

Once it's easier to feel, contract, and coordinate your inner core, continue using these 

muscles inside of progressively harder core exercises, such as planks. The key word here 

is progressively. If you have a hard time maintaining your pelvic floor and TA 

contraction inside of a plank, do the exercise in a more elevated position, such as 

against a counter or table.  

 

When participating in general conditioning programs, try to incorporate, as best as you 

can, the inner core muscles so that you are using them inside of every exercise. 

Leg Extension 
 
Exhale and contract 
as you extend legs. 
 
Inhale and release 
as your legs come 
back down. 

Triceps Pull Down 
 
Exhale and contract 
as you pull down. 
 
Inhale and release as 
you return to starting 
position. 

Lunges and Squats 
 
Exhale and contract as 
you rise up. 
 
Inhale and release as 
you lower down.  

Biceps Curls 
 
Exhale and contract as 
you lift the weight. 
 
Inhale and release as 
you lower the weight. 

Figure 4B: Examples of Core Coordination During General Exercise
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HELPFUL TIP: 

incorporate your inner core into your workouts by contracting your pelvic floor and 

TA at the same time you would typically exhale. This is usually during the hardest part 

of the exercise. For instance, in a shoulder press,  you would "exhale and contract" while 

lifting the weight and "inhale and release" the core when lowering.  



Reason 5:  
You're Doing Core Exercises that are 

Too Easy

          Similar to the Principle of Specificity described on page 10, the inner core muscles 

also respond to the Principle of Overload, which states that in order to gain strength, 

muscles must be loaded beyond the point to which they are normally loaded. This 

means that as muscles become stronger, they need a proportionately greater 

resistance to stimulate further increases in strength. 

 

DRA improvements will reach a plateau if you’re ready for harder, more challenging 

exercises, but are still focusing on simple breathing and postural correction exercises. 

These types of exercises are appropriate in the early phases of rehab to build a 

strong foundation, but after re-training those elements, you need to shift focus to 

strengthening. In the strengthening phase, gradually add exercises that challenge the 

deep core. 

Once you have a firm grasp on how to engage your inner core, and how to coordinate 

the pelvic floor and TA with your breath (see Reason 3 and Reason 4), then it’s time to 

incorporate those skills into harder exercises. 

 

For instance, if you're able to maintain tension in your linea alba for 30-60 seconds 

inside a modified plank against a wall, then you can move on to a lower surface like a 

counter. From there, you can move on to a chair, and then the ground.  

Progressively Add More Challenging Exercises
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What to do Instead: 



Reason 6:  
You're Doing Core Exercises that are 

Too Hard 

          Many women enter into high intensity, boot-camp style classes, soon after they 

deliver and participate in exercises that are too hard for their core.  In the fourth 

trimester (the healing trimester) it is strongly recommended to stay away from 

advanced exercises like planks, burpees, mountain climbers, and sit-ups, especially if 

you haven’t done any re-training or rehabbing of your deep core muscles. These 

are exercises you want to work up to, not start with, since they all produce high levels of 

intra-abdominal pressure. 

 

If you haven’t worked on your inner core muscles, they may not engage well inside of 

the advanced exercises, which means you might not feel or see the changes you’re 

hoping for. You want to gradually build up your TA`s ability to withstand pressure.  

The presence of linea alba doming is the most important indicator that an exercise 

may be too hard; hence, using a mirror can be extremely helpful. If you don't have a 

mirror on hand, use a more hands-on approach by feeling for tension in the linea alba 

that, ideally, remains on for the duration of the exercise (see Reason 2 to review how to 

assess for tension). 

How do you know if an exercise is too hard?

Figure 6A: Examples of Doming

Every movement, activity or exercise has the potential to raise intra-abdominal 
pressure. It is our core's primary responsibility to create and regulate this pressure, yet 
in some cases, the pressure produced exceeds the muscles' ability to withstand it. As 
a result, you may see doming in the linea alba.  
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Reason 6:  
You're Doing Core Exercises that are 

Too Hard 

To improve DRA, you need to do exercises that challenge the inner core in a gradual 

fashion. Start with exercises that are appropriate for your current core status. 

 

If you see doming or feel slack in the linea alba during an exercise, try contracting 

your pelvic floor and TA even more and re-assess. If you still see doming, scale back and 

work on an easier version of that exercise. If an exercise feels easy and you are able to 

maintain tension in the linea alba the entire time, you can progress on to the next 

harder version.    

 

As mentioned in Reason 3, try using a mirror to assess the status of your core. In cases 

where using a mirror is not an option, such as in group fitness classes, practice the class' 

exercises at home, in advance, until you can confidently control linea alba doming.  

 

 

Another indicator that your exercise is too advanced is if it doesn’t “feel right” or feels 

like you don’t have control over what you’re doing. When transitioning from rehab-style 

exercises to harder, more advanced exercises, you should progress gradually, and in a 

way that gives you full control over your body. If you feel like you can't control what’s 

happening inside your core, scale back and stick to exercises that give you more 

control.  

 

Scale Back 
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What to do Instead: 



Reason 7:  
You're Not Doing Enough DRA-Specific 

Exercises 

Try your best to carve out daily time to work on your core. How much time depends 

on which phase you’re in (see chart below). In the rehab phase, you will need to spend 

more time (aka daily) on your exercises to improve your connection to the inner core 

muscles. In the strengthening/training phase, you won't need to do your exercises 

everyday but you do need to progressively challenging your core to create muscle 

fatigue.  

          Take a minute to consider this scenario: Your day started at 5:30 in the morning 

with a crying baby that needed feeding. You’re exhausted because your entire day is 

consumed by caring for your little one. You struggle to even find three minutes to take 

a shower by yourself, let alone, time to do rehab exercises. Sound familiar? 

 

First, take a moment to consider how your incredible body grew a human life inside 

of it. That alone deserves special credit. 

 

Now that you're post-partum and are ready to restore your core, sometimes, the 

hardest part is simply finding time. However, you can appreciate that doing five squats 

with just your body weight probably isn’t enough to strengthen the muscle. For the 

muscle to strengthen, you would need to do enough squats to induce muscle fatigue. 

In other words, your muscles can only get stronger if you work on them, and if you 

work on them regularly. For the core, spending only a few minutes a day on your 

exercises, a few times a week, may not be enough to produce noticeable changes in 

core strength.  

Dedicate Time Daily to Rehabbing Your Core
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What to do Instead: 



Reason 8:  
You’re Measuring Improvement (or lack 

of) Based on Inter-Recti Distance 

          You might not notice any change in your DRA if you're measuring improvement  

with inter-recti distance (IRD), or the number of fingers that fit between the rectus 

abdominis muscle. 

 

Despite what you might have learned, DRA has less to do with how many fingers fit in 

between your rectus abdominis and more to do with your core’s ability to manage and 

regulate loads, pressures, and forces. In fact, the width of the linea alba is not correlated 

with core function. Take for example, three women with a 4-finger diastasis: one might be 

capable of doing full planks on the ground without doming, one might be capable of 

doing modified planks on the wall, and one might only be able to handle simple 

breathing exercises. 

What else can you use to gauge improvement in your core? Since the function of the 

core is to create and manage intra-abdominal pressure, a more accurate measurement 

of improvement is the ability to move on to harder exercises and perform them with 

good control, without linea alba doming, and without your stomach bulging outwards. 

 

 

Stop
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What to do Instead: 



Reason 9:  
You’re Gauging Improvement (or lack of) 
Based on Other People's Improvement 

"Don't compare your beginning to someone else's middle." 

 

It is tempting to look at before and after pictures on the internet and compare your 

progress to others, but if you start feeling disheartened by other's progress, then you 

need to steer away from doing this  

 

When it comes to healing the post-partum core, there are three main factors that 

influence the healing process: 

 

1. Mind-muscle connection 

2. Connective tissue laxity 

3 Muscle weakness 

 

Every person will have a unique combinations of these three factors. This means 

that every person has a different starting point. Take for example, someone that has 

significant connective tissue stretching all around the abdomen but has a good ability 

to connect to, and contract the deep abdominal muscles. Her core restoration might 

take longer simply because connective tissue takes longer to rebuild compared to 

muscles. 

 

Compare that scenario to someone who doesn't have as much connective tissue laxity, 

but has an extremely difficult time finding and connecting to the transversus 

abdominis. The length of time for recovery in this case will depend, primarily, on her 

ability to voluntarily contract the transversus abdominis.  

 

Figure 9A: Different Presentations 
Every person begins the core rebuilding process with a
different starting point. This means the time frame for
healing will be unique for each individual.  
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When working on your core, the only person you want to compare yourself to is 

yourself. Focus on monitoring your own progress. Pay attention to how much 

easier your exercises are getting over time and appreciate what you've accomplished.  

 

Pay even more attention to what you are able to do right now that you couldn't do 

before. Have you been able to connect to your TA? Is it any easier for you to draw in the 

lower abs? Do you feel like you have more control over your core than you did before? 

Do you know how to turn on your pelvic floor? Are you more educated now on the 

pelvic floor, diastasis, and the inner core than before you were pregnant? Can you 

handle more challenging exercises without doming? Can you do more repetitions than 

before? These are are all signs of progress!  

 

Stop

Reason 9:  
You’re Gauging Improvement (or lack of) 

Based on Other People's Progress 

You can also gauge improvement by assessing the overall appearance of the abdomen. 

As you begin re-training the core, and strengthening the muscles after, the abdomen  

begins to flatten. Since these improvements happen over time, you may not 

notice changes right away; hence, monthly pictures will help reveal actual changes that 

occur.  
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What to do Instead: 



Reason 10:  
You Still Have Baby Weight to Lose  

          If you’re still not satisfied with the changes, or lack thereof, there may not be an 

issue with the muscles themselves, but you might be carrying extra weight in the mid- 

section from pregnancy. Simply know that many women often see a change in their  

abdomen after they have experienced some weight loss. 

Participate in a low impact cardio and weight training program, as often as possible, 

and try to monitor your food intake. Weight loss post-pregnancy can be influenced by 

a number of factors including the type and amount of exercise you do, the kinds of 

foods you consume throughout the day, whether or not you're breastfeeding, how 

much sleep you receive, overall stress levels, and much more.  

 

Try speaking to a pre-/post-natal personal trainer that has additional training in pelvic 

floor health. Another great option is to seek the expertise of professionals who 

understand the importance of nutrition such as holistic nutritionists, dietitians, 

functional medicine practitioners or naturopathic doctors.  
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What to do: 



Conclusion 

          In the end, it's important to remember that every woman is different and this 

means every core is different. If you haven't noticed a lot of change in your core after 

starting core rehab, or have reached a plateau in your results, start implementing some 

of the strategies laid out in this guide. 

 

Often, women stay in the "rehab" phase for too long.  After locating and re-connecting 

to your TA, you need to strengthen it. Now that you know how to check for doming 

and tension, you'll be able to determine if your core can handle the exercise. If you're 

not doming and you feel a little fatigued afterwards, then you're on the right track. 

 

Restoring the core doesn't have to be a lengthy process. I hope this guide has helped 

you see the  light at the end of the tunnel and I hope it gets you there faster! 

 

I wish you all the best!  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Munira Hudani, PT 

Women's Health Physiotherapist 
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Reason What to do Instead

1. You're exercising lying down

2. You aren’t maintaining tension in the    
    linea alba throughout your exercise

4. You're doing general exercises rather 
    than exercises that target the core 

5. You're doing core exercises that are      
    too easy

7. You're not doing enough DRA-specific         
    exercises

9. You're gauging improvement based          
    on other people's progress 
 

8. Your’re measuring your improvement  
    (or lack of) based on inter-recti              
    distance 

10. You still have baby weight to lose 

Stop.

Choose exercises in upright positions. 

Ensure tension is maintained in every 
exercise you do. Build up the endurance of 
your TA until you can easily keep it on for 
10 seconds x 10 reps, in any position. 

Practice activating the TA. Watch yourself 
in the mirror to catch compensation 
strategies. 

Do both general exercise and core 
exercises. 

Progressively add more challenging 
exercises. 

6. You're doing core exercises that are too        
    hard

3. You aren’t contracting the right              
    abdominal muscle

Top 10 Reasons Summary Table  

Scale back the exercise. Hint, watch for 
doming in the linea alba. 

Dedicate daily time to rehabbing your core. 

Stop.

Seek help from qualified professionals on 
the best way to lose weight. 
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