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Painful Bladder Syndrome (Interstitial Cystitis)
Interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome is very common in women. It can cause many different symptoms including
pain over your bladder and needing to pass urine more often. There are many different treatments for this condition and
many women actually need more than one treatment to improve their symptoms.

What is interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome?
Interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome (IC/PBS) is a common condition that usually affects women in their 40s. It is a condition that
results in recurring discomfort or pain in your bladder and the surrounding pelvic region. The symptoms can vary from person to person
and even in the same individual.

This condition is thought to occur in around one in fifty women. Around a quarter of people with this condition will have actually had some
symptoms since they were children.

What is the bladder?

Your bladder is part of the urinary tract. It is at the bottom of your tummy (abdomen). It fills with urine and you pass urine out from time to
time through a tube called the urethra. The urethra passes through the prostate gland and penis in men. The urethra is shorter in women
and opens just above the vagina.

Urine is made in your kidneys and contains water and waste materials. A tube called a ureter comes from each kidney and drains the
urine into your bladder

The outer part of your bladder wall contains a thick layer of muscle tissue which contracts from time to time to push out the urine.

What are the symptoms of interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome?
It is common to experience mild discomfort, pressure, tenderness or intense pain in your bladder and pelvic area. These symptoms
often persist for many weeks. The intensity of your symptoms can often fluctuate so be different on different days. Some days your
symptoms are likely to be more severe than on other days.

In addition to this pain, you are likely are have symptoms such as needing to pass urine more frequently and/or pain on passing urine.
You may also find that you are not able to hold on to urine for as long as you used to. Such symptoms will have lasted for more than six
weeks and not have been found to be due to another cause such as infection.

You may feel pain when having sexual intercourse. IC/PBS can affect the way you exercise and sleep and can cause a great deal of
distress. Without treatment, IC/PBS symptoms make it hard to get through your day or even to be able to work. This can really affect not
only your life but also your relationship with your partner.
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Some people with IC/PBS have other conditions such as irritable bowel syndrome, fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue syndrome and other
pain syndromes.

What causes interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome?
It is not known exactly what causes IC/PBS. Some theories regarding its cause include:

A defect in your bladder tissue, which may allow irritating substances in the urine to pass through your bladder.
Something in the urine that damages your bladder.
Changes in the nerves that carry bladder sensations, so pain is caused by events that are not normally painful (such as your
bladder filling with urine).
A type of allergic reaction.

What are the tests for this condition?
There are no actual tests to diagnose this condition. Tests are usually undertaken to exclude other diseases which may cause your
symptoms. These tests often include a urine test, and a cystoscopy. A cystoscopy is a test in which a special thin telescope (a
cystoscope) is passed into your bladder via your water pipe (urethra).

Some people are recommended to have a urodynamic test. This involves filling your bladder with water through a small tube called a
catheter, which drains fluid from your bladder. This measures bladder pressures as your bladder fills and empties. In patients with
interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome (IC/PBS) the bladder has a small capacity and can lead to pain with filling. See the separate
leaflet called Urodynamic Tests for more details.

What is the treatment for interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome?
There are many different treatments available for this condition. Many people need a combination of treatments. The type of treatment
you receive is usually chosen for each person and is based on the symptoms you are experiencing.

Most treatments are aimed at symptom control. IC/PBS treatment is often done in phases with constant monitoring of your pain and
quality of life. It is important to talk to your doctor about how your treatments are working so that together you can find the best treatment
option or options for you.

You may find that you need to receive treatment for stress or anxiety symptoms that may be related to having this condition. There are
many different treatments available and your dcotor will be able to advise you.

Changes to your lifestyle
It is likely that you will be recommended to make some changes to your lifestyle, especially your diet. Certain foods and drinks can
irritate the lining of your bladder and make your symptoms worse. These may include alcohol, tomatoes, spices, chocolate, caffeinated
and citrus drinks and acidic foods. It may be worthwhile making a food diary to try to assess which foods aggravate and worsen your
symptoms.

The simplest way to find out whether any foods bother your bladder is to try an elimination diet for one to two weeks. On an elimination
diet, you stop eating all foods that could irritate your bladder. If your bladder symptoms improve while you are on the elimination diet, this
means that at least one of the foods was irritating your bladder. The next step is to find out exactly which foods cause bladder problems
for you. You should then try eating one food from the list of foods you stopped eating. If this food does not bother your bladder within 24
hours, this food is likely safe and can be added back into your regular diet. The next day, try eating a second food from the list, and so
on. In this way, you will add the foods back into your diet one at a time and your bladder symptoms will tell you if any food causes
problems for you.

Some people look at ways to reduce their stress levels, as this can actually improve their symptoms.

Medication
There are many different medications which may be recommended for you. These are either given orally as a tablet or they are injected
via a small tube (catheter) into your bladder.

These include painkillers, antihistamines and stronger medicines such as amitriptyline, gabapentin and pregabalin. Medicines such as
tolterodine, solifenacin or mirabegron, which work to help relax your bladder muscles, may be used.

A medicine called pentosan-polysulfate sodium (Elmiron®) may be given. This may help repair the lining of your bladder. However, this
medicine is currently not licensed in the UK and only available on a named-patient basis. It does not suit everyone and may take up to six
months to become fully effective. There is a very small risk of eye damage (pigmentary maculopathy) leading to visual impairment,
especially after long-term use at high doses.

Medicines that are given directly into your bladder may include:

A local anaesthetic.
Medicines such as hyaluronic acid or chondroitin sulfate, which are thought to help strengthen the lining of your bladder.
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Surgery
For a small number of people with more severe symptoms, an operation may be recommended. A bladder distension is one type of
operation in which your bladder is stretched with fluid. Some people have benefit with botulinum toxin injections being injected into their
bladder. This is usually a short-term treatment but it can be repeated after a few months if it improves your symptoms.

Other operations are undertaken in some cases. Your doctor will be able to discuss the type of operation with you in more detail.

What is the outlook (prognosis)?
You may need to try different treatments (or often combinations of treatments) until you have relief of your symptoms. It is important to
know that none of the treatments usually work right away. It can often take weeks to even months before you notice an improvement in
your symptoms. Even with successful treatment, your interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome (IC/PBS) may not be completely
cured.

However, most patients can have significant relief of their symptoms and lead a normal life with the right treatment. You may find that
you still experience some symptoms, however, and may find that you constantly have to pass urine more frequently. It is likely that you
will always have to avoid certain types of food that have made your symptoms worse in the past.

Further reading & references
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Davis NF, Brady CM, Creagh T; Interstitial cystitis/painful bladder syndrome: epidemiology, pathophysiology and evidence-based treatment options.
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Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Patient
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or other healthcare professional for diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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