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Bladder problems can be embarrassing 
and distressing and are not confined 
to the elderly. They occur in one in 

three women and many do not seek help 
until the problems are severe and interfere 
with normal activities. The problems range 
from increased frequency of passing urine by 
day or night to urgency and urinary leaks.

What causes bladder problems?
Most problems are caused either by 
abnormal bladder function (overactive 
bladder) or weakness of the muscles that 
normally prevent urinary leakage from the 
bladder (stress incontinence). A combination 
of the two conditions may occur. 

What tests are required?
In order to determine the cause of 
your problem, a detailed history of your 
symptoms and examination of your pelvic 
floor function will be required. Also, a urine 
specimen will need to be tested.

What treatment options are 
available?
Many women can gain significant benefit 
from simple measures, guided by a nurse 
specialist or physiotherapist, including 
changes to diet training.

If this is not helpful and overactive 
bladder symptoms such as frequency 
and urgency continue, tablets that act 
as a bladder relaxant may help. If the 
tablets do not help, tests on the bladder 
(urodynamics) may be required to gain a 
better understanding of bladder function. 

Many women find that supervised 
pelvic floor physiotherapy will help stop 
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embarrassing leaks occurring when 
they cough, laugh, sneeze or exercise. 
If the exercises do not help, there are 
now less-invasive surgical procedures 
available (tapes or slings – see 
diagrams below). These have a high 
chance of success and relatively low 
risk of complications and enable return 
to normal activities, such as driving, a 
week after surgery. 

Your surgeon should detail the chance 
of success, failure or other adverse 
events in your circumstances to enable 
you to make an informed choice about 

whether such surgery is right for you. Your 
surgeon should also be happy to advise 
you about their personal experience of any 
operation recommended.
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