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Client Handout – Volume 8 
Pilates Insight 

 
Pilates is an exercise discipline that was developed 
by Joseph Pilates in the early 1900’s.  It is a 
systematic approach to physical conditioning that 
incorporates physiological and biomechanical 
principles to ensure safe exercise that produces 
positive results.   
 
The exercises are done in various positions on either 
a mat or other apparatus.  They are performed in 
various positions to promote a balanced and 
functional body.  Sometimes you will lie down on the 
floor, other times you will sit or kneel.   
 
Every exercise is rooted in spinal movement or spinal 
stabilization.  The workout involves moving your spine 
in all of the ways it was designed to:  flexing forward 
(Ab Prep exercise), flexing laterally, extending (Breast 
Stroke Prep exercise), and rotating.  The limbs are 
often used as weights as well as tests of coordination, 
balance, and flexibility.   
 
What makes Pilates exercises unique are the 
principles applied to each and every exercise.  What 
makes it valuable and relevant is that the principles 
coincide with the latest scientific research on core 
stabilization. 
 

Pilates Principles 
 
Alignment 

 
Achieving and maintaining proper 
alignment of joints and bones. 

 
Breath 

 
Breathing deeply utilizes the 
breathing and abdominal muscles. 

 
Concentration 

 
Concentration ensures that each 
movement is done mindfully and 
with control. 

 
Stability 

 
Stabilizing the joints of the body 
protect and strengthen them.  The 
stabilization of the core, ribcage, 
scapula, pelvis and cervical spine is 
required to perform each exercise 
effectively. 

 
Pilates principles can be applied to all movement.  
The exercises simulate daily life as well as athletic 
endeavor.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pilates exercise works your body from 
the inside out, not the outside in.   
 
Working from the outside in: 
Have you ever performed so many abdominal 
crunches in one session you lost count?  The theory 
behind quantitative sit-ups is that the abdominal 
muscles will increase in strength with the higher 
number of repetitions performed.  There is truth to 
that, but at what cost?  As the number of crunches 
rise, the pain does too.  The more the pain, the better 
the results, right?  Wrong!  You are trying to work from 
the outside of your body to get to the inside.  The six-
pack you either do or don’t see isn’t the measure of 
core fitness.  The six-pack muscle is the Rectus 
Abdominis, which is the outermost layer of the 
abdominals.   
 
Here is a visual: 
Imagine you are wrapping a birthday present.  You 
take the present and place it in a cardboard box.  
Next you take wrapping paper and cover the box.  
The present is like the Transverse Abdominis muscle, 
the deepest abdominal muscle we have.  The box is 
like the Oblique muscles protecting the Transverse.  
Finally, the wrapping paper is the Rectus Abdominis 
keeping everything together. 
 
Instead of focusing on the attractive wrapping paper, 
we all know that what’s inside the box is what we 
really want.  Therefore, instead of focusing on the 
Rectus Abdominis, Pilates focuses on the Transverse 
Abdominis. 
 
Pilates will get to all the layers with these principles: 
alignment, breath, concentration, control, and stability. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Transverse Abdominis is the deepest layer of 
abdominal muscles we have.  It is activated with 
forced exhalation (like blowing out birthday candles). 
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Working from the inside out: 
Before beginning your abdominal workout, take a 
minute to quiet your mind and tune into your core.  
How does it feel? Good? Bad? Can you feel anything 
at all?  That’s where you start.   
 
Next, breathe deeply.  Inhale and exhale as fully as 
you comfortably can.  A full and complete exhale 
automatically contracts the Transverse Abdominis.   
 
Concentrate on pulling your belly in like you are 
wearing a tight pair of jeans.  Contract your pelvic 
floor (like you are stopping the flow of urine – also 
known as a kegel).  See table below. 
 
Stabilize your shoulders by pressing them away from 
your ears.  Slightly squeeze your shoulder blades 
together to keep your shoulders from rounding. 
 
Leave a fist distance between your chin and chest. 
 
Now you are ready to lift into a slow and controlled 
“crunch”.  In Pilates we call it Ab Prep. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ab Prep 
 
 

How to Kegel (the short and the long of it) 
 
Short (2 seconds). Contract (tighten) your pelvic 
muscle very hard for two seconds, and then 
immediately relax for two seconds. 
 
Long (3, 5, or 10 seconds). Begin with the procedure 
outlined above, tightening for three seconds, and then 
relaxing for three seconds.  Over time, increase the 
length of time you tighten or relax the pelvic muscle to 
five seconds, then ten seconds or even longer. 
 
Kegel exercises can be practiced anywhere and 
anytime. You can perform these exercises in several 
different positions:  Sitting, Standing, Lying Down, and 
Exercising! 

 
 
 

 

 
The Breast Stroke Prep Exercise 

 
Lie face down on your mat as shown below: 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Breast Stroke Prep Start 
 

Next, breathe deeply.   
 

Concentrate on contracting your abdominals and 
pelvic floor. 

 
Keep your shoulders back and down. 

 
Leave a fist distance between your chin and chest. 

 
Now you are ready to lift into a slow and controlled 
spinal extension.   
 
The next time you exhale, lift up just a few inches 
away from the floor.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Breast Stroke Prep End 
 

Stay up for a breath or two. 
 
Return to the starting position. 

 
So there you have it!  Can you think of other times 
and places you can practice these principles?  Here 
are a few examples to get you started: waiting in line, 
sitting at a stop light, brushing your teeth. 
 
 


