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NOTE TO READERS:

The authors have provided the material in this book solely for your information. They are not offering any diagnoses or recommending any specific course of treatment for women with bladder control problems.

In addition, the authors do not have first-hand experience with acupuncture, discussed in Chapter Twelve.

It is essential that you see a physician in order to obtain a proper diagnosis and course of treatment for your individual bladder problem. You should follow your doctor’s instructions carefully, and remain under medical supervision while your condition is being treated.
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A WOMAN’S GUIDE TO REGAINING BLADDER CONTROL


INTRODUCTION

If you are one of the millions of women who suffer from the embarrassing and disruptive effects of urinary incontinence—or if you have a close friend or relative who does—this book will bring you new hope.

Sadly, incontinence is one of the great hidden secrets in the women’s healthcare field. Despite the greater openness in recent years that has shed light on problems such as male sexual dysfunction, we still rarely hear public discussions about urinary incontinence.

Ranging in severity from the occasional leakage of a few drops of urine to frequent and heavy “accidents,” incontinence is a widespread and significant health problem that can be very costly to patients in terms of medical care, medication, and associated products. Clearly, both the general public and the medical profession need to address the problem of incontinence.

So why the silence? There are many reasons, including the following:

• Women are ashamed of the condition and don’t want anyone to know they have it.

• Many women falsely believe that incontinence is a natural result of the aging process.

• A large number of people, including some in the healthcare field, mistakenly assume that no effective treatments are available.

As a result, many women go to extremes to hide their condition from family, friends, and coworkers for as long as they can. In some cases, this can go on for many years.

If you are one of these women, you probably know where every bathroom is when you leave your home and you always make sure that one is never more than a few steps away. If there are places where no bathrooms are readily available, you simply don’t go there. If the situation gets really bad, you may even give up the job you love because you are constantly running to the bathroom, afraid of humiliating accidents in front of your coworkers.

Perhaps you wear heavy pads and bulky, dark, loose clothing, trying to hide your problem from everyone you know.

Maybe you look for excuses to avoid sex with your partner because you fear urinary leakage during lovemaking.

Or perhaps you refuse to attend important social events such as weddings, birthday parties, or family outings because you are anxious about a possible accident.

As you gradually withdraw more and more from activities you love and from family, friends, and colleagues—who are often baffled by your behavior—the problem just gets worse and worse.

The most unfortunate thing is that you probably do not know how easily you can overcome the problem of incontinence and once again start living your life to the fullest. You just have to learn how to go about it, so let’s begin.

Facts You Should Know About Incontinence:

• Urinary incontinence is a very common problem, affecting an estimated fourteen to sixteen million women in this country alone, and probably even more. Some estimates are as high as thirty million women.

• Incontinence is not normal at any age and is not a result of the aging process.

• Incontinence is not a disease, but a symptom of an underlying condition. If you have this problem, it is very important that you seek medical help as soon as possible in order to find out what is wrong and treat it before it gets any worse.

• Incontinence may often be helped by simple, low-cost procedures that do not require surgery, drugs, or lengthy medical treatment.

• Women are up to five times more likely to develop urinary incontinence than men.

• Half the female population will experience urinary incontinence at least once in their lives.

• Only one out of every five women who are affected seeks help for incontinence problems.

• In eighty to ninety percent of cases, treatment can either cure the condition or significantly improve it.

• The real numbers of women with bladder problems may actually be much higher because so many women never report the problem to their doctors to begin with.

How This Book Can Help You

If you experience leakage of urine, there is no reason why you should continue to suffer from this problem. Once you read this book and are aware of all the facts, you will know exactly what to do to get the help you need and deserve.

This book will present the full picture of urinary incontinence in women. It will help you discover the cause of your condition and learn how to go about finding effective care. You will find out what to expect from your medical treatment and how you can use special self-help techniques to improve or even cure your condition.

Along the way, you will also learn about how your urinary system works, how you can figure out if you are really incontinent, and how you can find the best doctor* to treat your condition.

You will find out exactly what information to gather for your doctor and learn what happens in your doctor’s office. You will discover how different types of incontinence are diagnosed and why this condition is so often misdiagnosed. You will also find out about some of the medical problems that can cause this condition, including diabetes, infections, and bladder prolapse.

You will learn about the many different treatments that are available and find out about special exercises you can do on your own which may considerably improve your condition.

You will also learn about specific lifestyle changes that can result in significant improvements. For example, you will find out which foods and beverages to avoid because they are often bladder irritants, how smoking can affect incontinence, and why drinking fewer liquids or excessive liquids can actually make your problem worse.

Your feelings won’t be overlooked, either. We will help you deal with some of the powerful emotional issues that can affect you as a result of living with this difficult condition, including depression and anxiety.

On a practical level, you will learn about the wide variety of incontinence products that are now available, how they work, and where you can get them. Finally, you will learn how you can find a support group and which organizations you can contact for more information.

In short, this book will be your comprehensive guide to understanding and successfully dealing with the many facets of urinary incontinence and how they affect your life.

As you know, each of us is different, and no one can predict exactly what the results will be once you get the help you need. But this much is certain: you will get better.

How much better? Well, if things go really well, your condition can improve dramatically. You may even be completely cured and no longer have to worry about disrupting your day-to-day life in order to deal with leakage. Many women have experienced complete cures, so let’s hope you will be one of them. But even if you aren’t, the chances are very high that you will improve considerably with a combination of medical treatment, self-help, and perseverance.

The bottom line is this: If you have any degree of incontinence, there is no need for you to wait any longer. Help is readily available and its effectiveness is beyond question.

So stop worrying about your problem and start doing something about it. Because, as you’re about to discover, there’s quite a lot you can do to help yourself.

*NOTE: Although the term “doctor” is generally used in this book, simple and easily managed incontinence can also be treated by other healthcare providers, including physician’s assistants, nurse practitioners, and nurse specialists.


PART I:

WHAT IS INCONTINENCE?


1

WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT INCONTINENCE

THE BASIC FACTS

Like every woman, you are unique and respond to health problems in your own way. On one hand, you may want to know every medical detail of your condition, do extensive research, and ask many questions. On the other hand, you may be content with a knowledge of the basic facts and prefer that your medical choices are closely guided by your doctor. Only you can decide how much you want to know about urinary incontinence, but there are certain facts about this problem that apply to everyone:

Incontinence is the involuntary loss of urine that causes a social or a hygenic problem

• A bladder control problem can develop at any time during your life.

• There are preventive measures that may help to avoid this condition.

• Knowing the facts about incontinence helps in recognizing symptoms in ourselves and in those close to us.

• It is important to seek help immediately.

• People who are well-informed and involved in their treatment usually have a good outcome.

What Is Incontinence and How Does It Affect You?

Here is a simple, comprehensive definition:

Incontinence is the involuntary loss of urine
that causes a social or a hygenic problem.

In other words, incontinence is the inability to control your flow of urine. You leak or urinate at times and in places when you don’t want to, and this causes you problems socially and hygienically.

Socially, you may be embarrassed because you wet yourself in front of others, whether they are family members, coworkers, or strangers. Your problem makes it difficult to be around other people.

Hygienically, wetting yourself is a problem because you may not be able to change your clothes and clean up right away. As a result, your skin can get raw and red, and you may develop rashes or infections. You may also develop sores, have a bad odor, or other complications.

Even minor incontinence can have a very serious impact on your life.

Who Is Incontinent and Why

You can suffer from this problem at any time during your life. You may be born with it or you can acquire it, perhaps as the result of a urinary tract infection (UTI), surgery, or neurological problems such as multiple sclerosis or spinal cord injuries.

In fact, a very large number of women have—or have had at some time in their lives—a problem controlling their flow of urine. Women are more than twice as likely as men to develop incontinence. Why is it primarily a woman’s problem?

Because the structure of the female pelvis and urinary tract makes the female body more prone to the conditions that can result in loss of bladder control. For younger women, pregnancy and childbirth may affect the pelvic muscles and nerves in a way that impairs bladder control. Menopause, resulting in a relatively quick loss of the female hormone estrogen, can be linked to problems with urinary control. For some women, incontinence is only temporary, but for many others, it persists and gets worse over time, especially if it isn’t treated.

What Are the Symptoms?

There are several different types of incontinence and they often have different symptoms. The following are typical signs common to all types:

• Loss of urine when performing physical actions such as running, lifting, dancing, laughing, sneezing, or even moving suddenly

• Loss of urine following a sudden and unexpected urge to urinate, leaving no time to get to a bathroom

• Loss of urine accompanied by a feeling that your bladder never empties completely

• Needing to get up many times during the night to urinate and sometimes wetting yourself or the bed

• Needing to urinate more than eight times a day when your liquid intake is normal

When Is Urinary Leakage a Problem?

Do you have a problem you should worry about if you have lost control of your bladder only once? Or if you have a recurring, but very small, dribble from time to time? Or if a little urine comes out during sexual activity?

The only way to discover the underlying cause is through an evaluation by a qualified physician.

The answer is, you can’t know for sure. Maybe you do and maybe you don’t. The only way to find out is to get a medical evaluation. As urinary leakage can sometimes be a sign of a serious underlying disease, it is always important to discuss it with your doctor as soon as possible. Waiting can result
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