INCONTINENCE, A SIMPLE AND COMMON PROBLEM

I’ve heard so many patients say, “I guess it is just a part of getting older”. Indeed it is true that loosing urine accidentally can be more of a problem as women age.  Unfortunately it is also true that I see young women frequently with the same problems.  

There are two main types of incontinence, or urine loss, that I see everyday in the office.  The most common type of incontinence that women are familiar with is stress incontinence.  This is usually defined as loss associated with activity such as a cough, sneeze, bending over, or even power walking.  The other very common type of incontinence, and the one I’ll deal with today, is Urge Incontinence (UI).  UI can really affect a woman’s life on a daily basis, even at an early age.  Women who suffer from UI can have just a small problem or they can be terribly miserable.   They may have trouble shopping, traveling, or even sleeping, without being interrupted by having to RUN to the bathroom.  So many women suffer from this and yet are afraid and embarrassed to mention it.  

With UI; the bladder spasms inappropriately.  These spasms are felt as urges.  The urges she feels tell her to get to the bathroom QUICK, because the bladder HAS TO BE EMPTIED NOW!  

The urges are not so much of a problem when she is at home and near the bathroom.  However, women who spend time where bathroom access is restricted, such as teachers or factory workers, can be miserable trying to fight the urge and hang on until break time.  It is not very easy to concentrate, even on important matters, when you are fighting the fear of embarrassment and having to concentrate instead on tightening those closure muscles.  These women may really have no choice but to desert the workplace to try to avoid embarrassing themselves.  And when they are enjoying their off time, and they do go out, they tell me that they have learned where every bathroom is in the places they frequent.  They remain scared because they realize that if they don’t fight the need successfully, the bladder will empty, usually all the way, in an amount that will create an embarrassing mess.

There is nothing more embarrassing than wetting oneself in public.  There is nothing more inhibiting than the fear of getting too far from a bathroom.  Affected women tend to wear dark clothes that hide wet spots.  They are constantly afraid that the people they come in contact with can smell the urine they have lost.     To avoid having an embarrassing accident show on their clothes, women spend great sums each year on everything from sanitary pads to adult diapers.

When women come in, I always screen them for bladder problems.  If we pick up on incontinence as a problem, we have definite ways to evaluate the problem and definite treatments that can greatly reduce or even eliminate the loss.  What I find is that most women don’t even want to talk about incontinence, they just try to wave me off.  They are either convinced that it is “natural” to wet themselves or they are afraid to consider treatment.  There seems to be an ugly rumor in the community that treatment for incontinence doesn’t work.  Maybe that was true to some degree in the past.  Today that is just not correct!  Many women can be freed from the prison of incontinence.  

The evaluation we carry out for women who suffer from UI includes consideration of underlying problems such as chronic infections, an irritation called trigonitis, as well as another condition called interstitial cystitis, amongst others.

The mainstay of treatment for UI remains medicine, not surgery!  Don’t be afraid to ask for help, it is easy!  We use a class of medications called anticholinergics.  I know that you have seen the advertisements for some of these drugs such as Detrol or Ditropan.  There are several others as well, including one patch that is out there.  It is easy to try one of these for effect!  The main side effect encountered is usually a dry mouth feeling.  Uncommonly, a woman can experience a temporary blurring of vision.  The medicine can also slow down the bowels sometimes, increasing constipation.

There is so much of life to enjoy, whether it includes nature walks, time with grandkids, or leisurely relaxing at the beach.  To have these times unnecessarily interrupted by UI, is sad and can usually be improved.  Women who live in fear of embarrassment, women that reside behind the bars of inhibition, women that become unnaturally reserved and even depressed, these are women that can be helped.  

It can be gratifying to participate in freeing a woman from an incontinence prison.  Fortunately, the drugs are usually very well tolerated.  They do need to be continued over time to have continuous benefit in those that have a daily problem.  However, I also have quite a few patients who use their medicine only when they need to, such as before a vacation drive or a Christmas shopping trip.  It is about have a full and joyous life!  Don’t be afraid to try and do better!

