Some ABCs about OAB (Overactive Bladder)

How to Reduce Those Rushed Trips to the Bathroom

By Laney Katz Becker

Are you always running off to the bathroom? Is the urge to "go" sometimes overwhelming? If so, you may have overactive bladder, or OAB. 

The Symptoms of OAB

People with OAB often feel an overpowering, persistent, and uncomfortable need to get to a toilet – and fast! The sensation of having to "go" comes on quickly and sometimes uncontrollably. Going often – eight or more times a day – is another sign of OAB. Some people with OAB also experience a loss of bladder control. They lose small or large amounts of urine when doing something physical, like sneezing, coughing, laughing or jumping. Others have accidents that happen on the way to the bathroom, or when they hear the sound of rushing water. While you can experience either or both of these if you have OAB, you can still have OAB without experiencing any bladder control loss at all. 

Doctors don't know exactly what causes OAB, but they do know that some prescription drugs can irritate your bladder. Though it's typically not the case, symptoms of OAB can also be caused by certain medical conditions like multiple sclerosis, Parkinson's disease, hypertension, as well as some heart conditions. Even a urinary tract infection can produce symptoms. However, chances are you don't have any of these problems, and your doctor may not be able to determine exactly why you have OAB. Nevertheless, your symptoms can be treated. 

Help Your Doctor Help You 

If you think you have OAB, you should make an appointment to see your doctor. Although it's important to be prepared for your visit with information that will help your doctor make a diagnosis (see our Handy Patient's Helper) , one of the best things you can do is to keep a diary. As David Staskin, M.D., an expert in female urology at New York Hospital - Cornell and an associate professor of urology and Ob-Gyn at the Weill-Cornell Medical College, says, it's a good idea to keep a record of what, when and how much you drink for at least 24 hours before your doctor's visit. (You'll help your doctor even more if you can keep that diary for a week.) Whenever you need to use the bathroom, jot down the time. Make notes of the times when you experience bladder control loss, along with what you were doing. This detailed record, called a voiding diary, can help your doctor more easily identify your problem and devise a personalized treatment plan. 

There's also an additional benefit in keeping a diary, says Dr. Staskin. It can also help you find out whether you've got good drinking habits. "Some [people] drink too much fluid; others too little," says Dr. Staskin. Too much can lead to an increased number of trips to the bathroom. Too little can irritate your bladder. When your doctor knows your habits, he can advise you whether and how to change them. 

How Your Doctor Treats OAB

Your doctor may recommend you change your bathroom habits. One way is through timed voiding, in which you go to the bathroom on a regular, pre-determined schedule. Another is through behavioral voiding, where you gradually increase the amount of time between bathroom visits. Your doctor may suggest that you eliminate or cut down on caffeine, which is found in coffee, tea, chocolate and certain sodas (see our companion article on coffee), and that you do Kegel exercises (check out our archives for an article that'll tell you all about Kegels). Your doctor may also prescribe medications to help ease your OAB symptoms. While all the drugs work similarly, each can affect people in different ways. "So if you've tried one and it doesn't work, don't give up," Dr. Staskin adds. Your results may be better with a different drug. 

