
Symptoms 
The following are common signs of IC, but you may not have them all:

	 •	pain or tenderness in your lower abdomen, genitals or between your  
  anus and genitals—especially during sex or as your bladder fills

	 •	painful muscle spasms in your lower abdomen

	 •	pressure in your bladder

	 •	strong urges to urinate—or urges after you’ve gone to the bathroom

	 •	frequent urination—during the day or night, and often urinating in 
  small amounts

	 •	changing symptoms—that get worse with menstruation 

Treatment
The goal of treatment is to reduce symptoms so you can function at your 
best. To do this, you and your doctor will work together to develop a 
treatment plan that might include:

	 •	Oral medicines—These form a protective coating on your bladder  
  wall, relax your bladder, ease pain or reduce the amount of histamine  
  (a chemical that causes allergic reactions) in your bladder.

	 •	Bladder retraining—This stretches out the amount of time between  
  your bathroom visits. You learn to resist the urge to go and increase  
  your control over how much urine your bladder can hold.

	 •	Physical therapy or biofeedback—Physical therapy teaches you  
  exercises to strengthen and relax your pelvic muscles. Biofeedback  
  techniques help you locate the right muscles so you do the  
  exercises correctly.

	 •	Bladder distention—This method stretches your bladder using water  
  or gas. It can help you hold more urine or reduce pain for a period of  
  time after the procedure.

	 •	Bladder instillation—This sends liquid medicine through a catheter  
  into your bladder. It can help reduce swelling, muscle spasms and  
  frequent urges.

	 •	Electrical nerve stimulation—This method uses gentle pulses of  
  electricity from wires placed on your lower back or pelvic area, or from  
  a device implanted in your lower back to help ease pain and reduce  
  urges to urinate.

You may need to try more than one treatment or combination of treatments 
before finding what works for you. Give treatments time to work. It may 
take a few weeks or months before your symptoms improve.

Interstitial Cystitis

If you have interstitial cystitis 
(IC), your bladder wall becomes 
swollen and irritated, so it can’t 
stretch to hold urine. This can be 
very painful and cause you to have  
to urinate more frequently. IC can 
also cause sores and light bleeding  
in your bladder lining. 
IC is a chronic condition, which 
means you’ll always have it. But the 
good news is that your symptoms 
can go away, or become milder, for 
periods of time. And although there  
is no cure, treatments can help you 
feel better.
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Managing Symptoms
Try these tips to help improve your IC symptoms:

•	Don’t stop drinking water—Drinking too little can make your urine 
too concentrated, which irritates your bladder and causes more pain. 
Each morning, fill a water bottle to track how much you are drinking 
(aim for about 2 liters daily). If your urine is colorless or slightly 
yellow, you’re drinking enough fluids.

•	Stop smoking—Smoking irritates the bladder, which can lead to 
stronger and more frequent bathroom urges. And constant coughing 
puts pressure on your abdomen, which can increase pain. Visit 
smokefree.gov for tools to help you quit.

•	Reduce stress—Stress, or becoming physically or emotionally worn 
out, can make symptoms worse. Try stress-relief techniques like 
meditation, yoga or journaling.

•	Exercise most days—Being active increases blood flow to your 
bladder area. This helps your bladder stay healthy. Exercise also  
helps support your bladder by keeping the nearby muscles strong  
and flexible. Stick to workouts by scheduling them in your calendar 
like a meeting and asking friends or family to join you.

•	Eat enough fiber—Being constipated puts pressure on the muscles 
around your bladder, which can make symptoms more severe. 
Keep your bowels moving smoothly by eating plenty of fiber every 
day. Find out how much you need and get high-fiber food ideas at 
HealthyAdvice.com/GetFiber.

•	Avoid trigger foods—Certain foods and drinks (like carbonated 
beverages, caffeine, citrus and spicy foods) can irritate your bladder 
and make symptoms worse. Track what causes your symptoms to 
flare up, and then try avoiding these items, one at a time, to see if  
your symptoms improve.

•	Get support—Tell those close to you how they can help. Also, ask 
your doctor about support groups in your area, or search online  
at ichelp.org. 

•	Talk openly about how IC affects intimacy—Explain to your partner 
why sexual activity is painful. Work together to find other ways of 
being intimate like cuddling or massages.

Remember: 
	 •	IC	is	a	chronic	condition,	but	you	might	not	always	have	 
    symptoms. Work with your doctor to find a treatment plan that  
    works and stick to it.

	 •	You	may	have	to	try	more	than	one	treatment	or	a	combination	 
    of treatments before you find what works for you. 

	 •	Making	changes	to	your	daily	life	can	help	improve	symptoms.

    To learn more, visit
         HealthyAdvice.com/ 

ICTracker
         You can also visit these 

websites:

	 	 •	International Painful 
     Bladder 
     www.painful-bladder.org

	 	 •	Interstitial Cystitis 
     Association 
     www.ichelp.org

	 	 •	National Kidney  
     and Urologic Diseases 
     Information  
     Clearinghouse 
     www.kidney.niddk.nih.gov
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