Got to go right now: overactive bladder can make social activities uncomfortable
Dr Beth Shelly PT, DPT, WCW, CBC PMD
How many times do you have to leave a movie to go to the toilet? Do you avoid going to certain
places because there is no bathroom? Are you often thinking about where the next bathroom is or
limiting what you drink for fear of leaking? You are not alone. Over 33 million Americans (1 in
6) have these symptoms usually referred to as Overactive Bladder (OAB). Bladder urgency is the
sensation that you have to empty your bladder immediately. It can be so strong it feels like urine
will leak out if you do not empty. Some even have pain with bladder urgency. Urgency can be a
signal that the bladder is contracting even if you are not on the toilet.
How did this happen?
Overactive bladder may be related to constipation, certain medications, or a urinary tract
infection so it is important to speak to your doctor about your symptoms. In addition, it may be
related to bad habits. The bladder is a relatively simple sack that responds to many types of
training. For instance, your mother may have helped train your bladder as a child by running
water to encourage you to urinate in the toilet. This may work well to help children train but it
can back fire. In some circumstances the bladder is trained so well it begins to empty whenever
it hears running water: while washing dishes, walking past a fountain, at the beach. Another
example is the habit of urinating "just in case". That is urinating right before you leave home
"just in case" there is no bathroom where you are going. That might have been a problem years
ago but now we have access to bathrooms in almost all locations - the mall, Wal-Mart, grocery
store, your friend's house. There are really very few places where there is not access to a
bathroom. If you practice "just in case", your bladder will eventually become so well trained that
it will begin to squeeze just as you are getting ready to the house - even if there is very little
urine in the bladder.
How should the bladder work?
The bladder's main job is to store urine until you reach the toilet. Sometimes it does not want to
store leading to bladder urgency and leakage. As we have discussed, the bladder wants to empty
even if you are not on the toilet. A bladder that stores well gives a mild sensation of the need to
urinate about every 2 to 4 hours - see box "Expected bladder pattern" for more details.
Expected Bladder Pattern
• Number of urinations per 24 hours - less than 7
• Average number of hours between urination - 2 to 4 hours
• Number of urination at night - 0 to 2 depending on age
• Size of each urination 6 to 10 ounces
It is often difficult to remember your bathroom usage. It is best to write down when you urinate
and drink. Some medical professionals have special bladder diaries to help record the
information. The first thing is to take records and see how close you are to the expected pattern.
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What goes in must come out
It is necessary to take in the correct amount and types of fluids to have normal bladder storage.
Total fluid intake should be 6 to 8 eight ounce glasses per day (48 to 64 total ounces). Research
shows that drinking too much and too little increases urgency and leakage. Speak with your
doctor about how much fluid you should drink per day. One measure is urine color. It should be
pale yellow. Urine that is dark yellow is often a sign you are not drinking enough (although some
medications can change the color of urine). There are some fluids which increase urine
production and urgency. You guessed it - caffeine and alcohol. it is best to eliminate these
fluids from your diet if you have bladder urgency.
Training the bladder
After medical causes for urgency have been ruled out and you have normalized your fluid intake,
place the bladder on a schedule. Ask the bladder to empty on the clock, not your sensation. This
might mean going to the bathroom before you have the urge and it might mean suppressing the
urge to void. Remember your bladder responded to bad-habit training and you can get it to
respond to good-habit training. If you have the urge to urinate before your time, sit down and
keep your mind busy until the urge subsides, then try to wait until your next scheduled time or
walk quietly to the bathroom.
It is really not that bad
Changing habits and training the bladder takes effort. A little urgency, or a little leakage might
not affect your choice of activities, but research shows that urgency often gets worse with age
and habits are harder to change if they have been active for a long time. We also know that
urgency and urine leakage increases depression, social isolation, embarrassment, and anxiety.
Take time now to check your urinary habits and correct them if needed.
My urgency is so bad it certainly will not get better with such a simple treatment
These suggestions may seem simple but they are very powerful. However, bladder training is
sometimes challenging and it may be necessary to work with a medical professional to achieve
the best results. If you have a significant amount of bladder urgency (even if you have failed
medications or surgery) speak with your doctor about seeing a training physical therapist.
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