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Pelvic Floor 
Dysfunction Leading to 
Bowel Disorders
A Physical Therapist's Role



All about Me

Physical Therapist for 14.5 years, and 
all that time has been spent at 
Advocate Christ Medical Center

Background in outpatient 
orthopedics, oncology rehab, 
lymphedema, and pelvic floor rehab



Objectives

Identify what is the pelvic floor?

What are the 5 functions of the pelvic floor?

What is Pelvic floor Dysfunction and the link to 
bowel dysfunction?

Identify signs and symptoms of bowel 
dysfunction.



Objectives

Learn the risk factors and what can cause bowel dysfunction.

Identify the physical therapy interventions for patients with bowel 
dysfunction

Learn how to use Cozean Pelvic dysfunction screening tool in your 
practice to identify pelvic floor dysfunction and bowel dysfunction.

Learn how to refer to a pelvic floor physical therapist in your 
patient service area



Where is the 
Pelvic Floor 
Region?1

• Boundaries
• Superior: Peritoneum of the 

pelvic viscera
• Inferior: Skin of vulva, scrotum, 

perineum
• Lateral: Pelvic floor muscles

• Pelvic Floor is made up of 
a group of muscles, 
ligaments, and fascia, and 
organs in pelvic region



What is the function of the pelvic floor1

1. Support
• Acts as a sling to support the organs of the pelvis

2. Sphincteric
• The muscles of the pelvic floor wrap around and control the opening 

of your bladder and rectum.
3. Sexual

• During intercourse, the pelvic floor muscles help to achieve and 
sustain an erection and allow for penetration. 

4. Stabilization/Core activation 
5. “Sump Pump” for circulation and lymphatic system



• The muscles can voluntarily change 
length 

• The muscles have symmetrical 
contractions

• The muscles have coordinated control 
with functional tasks

What happens in a Healthy 
Pelvic floor?



Colon Reflexes

1. Colorectal Reflex
1. Allows for natural bowel emptying
2. Occurs about 30 minutes after eating

2. RAIR
1. Involuntary relaxes internal anal sphincter
2. Allows the rectum to discriminate between gas, liquid or solid



Influence of Pelvic floor muscles on bowel function

• Sphincter and pelvic floor muscle control
• Puborectalis

• Supports external anal sphincter
• Can be weak, in spasm, or uncoordinated

• External anal sphincter
• Somatic muscle 
• Can be weak, in spasm, uncoordinated, or paradoxical 



What is Pelvic floor Dysfunction 
(PFD)?

• A very general term to describe the variety of disorders that can 
occur when pelvic floor muscles, ligaments, or fascia are impaired.  



Link between PFD and Bowel Disorders

Underactive (weak muscles)

Overactive (tight muscles)

Dyssynergic (uncoordinated)10

Nonfunctioning



Bowel 
Disorders
• Bowel Issues

• Incontinence5,8

• Constipation4,9

• Pain
• Dyssynergia6

• Prolapse





Signs and symptoms of Bowel Dysfunction

Difficulty eliminating 
stool

Sensation of 
incomplete bowel 

emptying

Straining to have a 
bowel movement 

The need for enemas, 
suppositories or 

laxatives for bowel 
regularity

involuntary loss of 
control of bowel 

movements

Involuntary loss of 
gas

Pain with bowel 
movement

Sensation of 
something falling out 

with bowel 
movement



Risk factors for Bowel Disorders

Childbirth3

Pregnancy

Traumatic injury to the rectal region

Spinal cord injury, or nerve injury to pelvis 7

Traumatic Brain injury, stroke, or other neurological cognition

Poor Diet



Risk factors for Bowel Disorders

Sedentary lifestyle 4

Ignoring the urge for a bowel movement

Laxative overuse

Supplements

Cognitive Decline5

Age1



Treatment for Bowel Disorders:
Floor Physical Therapy

Biofeedback 11 Manual 
therapy

Flexibility 
exercises

Strengthening Postural 
retraining





Treatments for Bowel Dysfunction

Behavioral retraining

Relaxation techniques

Dietary management

Modalities





COZEAN PELVIC DYSFUNCTION
SCREENING PROTOCOL2

Created in 2017 by Nicole Cozean, a board-certified 
pelvic floor physical therapist.

A large study of patients was conducted to identify 
the most common symptoms of patients with pelvic 
floor dysfunction

This tool was found to correctly identify 90% of 
patients with confirmed musculoskeletal dysfunction 
causing pelvic pain and dysfunction





Course summary

1

Understand 
the 
components 
of a healthy 
pelvic floor 
and what the 
function is of 
the pelvic 
floor.

2

Identify what 
pelvic floor 
dysfunction is 
and how it 
impacts the 
bowel system 
overall 
quality of life

3

Identify patie
nts with bowel 
dysfunction 
that would 
benefit from 
pelvic floor 
physical 
therapy in 
your 
practice.

4

Identify 
patients that 
are at risk 
for pelvic 
floor 
dysfunction.

5

Have basic 
knowledge of 
what pelvic 
floor physical 
therapy is 
and 
treatment 
approaches

6

Learn how 
the Cozean 
pelvic 
dysfunction 
screening 
protocol can 
be used in 
your practice



Advocate Pelvic Health Physical therapy Locations in Illinois



Aurora Male Pelvic Health Physical therapy Locations in 
Wisconsin



Aurora Health Female Pelvic Health Locations in Wisconsin
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Questions?
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