By way of background, the National Association
for Continence (NAFC) is a 501 (c) 3 corporation
whose mission is threefold: 1) to educate the
public about the causes, diagnosis categories,
treatment options, and management alternatives
for incontinence, voiding dysfunction and related
pelvic floor disorders; 2) to network with other
organizations and agencies to elevate the
visibility and priority given to these areas; and
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3) to advocate on behalf of consumers show H
suffer from such symptoms as a result of What s it
disease or other illness, obstetrical, surgical
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aging process itself. NAFC is broadly funded e~ e
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industry. It is the world’s largest and most prolific
consumer advocacy organization devoted
exclusively to this field.

Always consult your doctor before trying anything
recommended in this or any other publication that
speaks to general health issues.

NAFC does not endorse any products and
services of third parties through this publi-
cation or otherwise.
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Biofeedback:

What is it2
How does it work?e

by Barbara F.
What Is Biofeedback? Woolner, RN, CCCN

Biofeeaback is a method for providing
indiviaduals with information about their boay.

People use biofeedback on a regular basis, although
they are seldom aware of doing so. For example, a
bathroom scale “feeds back” information about our
weight. We can use that information to modify our
diet accordingly. Nurses, doctors, physical therapists
and other health professionals use very sensitive
biofeedback instruments to provide information to
patients about their bodily functions. It has long been
used for helping people gain skill in relaxing their
muscles. More recently, it has been found to be very
valuable in helping to strengthen muscles. Its use
in rehabilitating the muscles of stroke or accident
victims and for the treatment of incontinence is highly
successful.

The History of Biofeedback

Biofeedback treatment for loss of bladder control
(urinary incontinence) is not new. Dr. Arnold Kegel, a
gynecologist, used a pressure feedback device in the
late 1940s to teach his patients how to strengthen
the muscles that support the bladder and other pelvic
organs. These muscles stretch from the pubic bone in
front to the tail bone in back and are very important
in bladder control. In women, the pelvic muscles
are often damaged during childbirth and lose even
more strength as hormone levels decrease during
menopause. Unlike other muscles in the body, the
pelvic muscles do not move a limb or a joint. Because of
this fact, we often forget they are there and do nothing
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to maintain their tone. By contracting (squeezing tight)
and relaxing the pelvic muscles they become stronger
and more efficient. Dr. Kegel recognized these facts and
developed his feedback device as a means of “seeing”
how the muscles behaved.

Kegel’s exercises were adopted by others in the medical
field as a means of improving bladder control, though
often without the benefit of biofeedback. Unfortunately,
Dr. Kegel’s original success was not maintained without
the aid of biofeedback. The good news is that today
special computerized biofeedback devices are available
to teach Kegel’s exercises (pelvic muscle exercise).

Benefits of Biofeedback?
e Safe, non-invasive
e [ffective

e Does not preclude other
treatment options

For the treatment of incontinence, pelvic
muscle exercise and bladder inhibition using
biofeedback therapy has received the highest

rating possible by the AHCPR Guideline.*

continued...
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Can Biofeedback Help Me?

In the case of weak muscles that accompany stress
incontinence, patients are taught when and how to
use the muscles correctly to control urine loss during
a cough, sneeze or other activity. As the muscles grow
stronger with exercise, people are more and more
successful in preventing leakage.

For those with urge incontinence, the biofeedback
therapist instructs the patient in using the muscles to
quiet the sensation of urgency thus giving the patient
more time to reach the bathroom.

How Does Biofeedback Work?

All muscles in the body give off a small electrical signal
that can be monitored with electromyography (EMG),
the type of biofeedback most often used for bladder
control and other pelvic muscle problems. By placing
small sensors close to the muscles being monitored,
biofeedback devices detect and record this electrical
activity. By “feeding back” the information gathered by
the EMG to the patient, immediate knowledge about
these muscles becomes available. For people with
urinary incontinence, this information can then be used
to plan a personal exercise program to increase the
strength and holding power of the muscles that control
urination.

Monitoring the pelvic muscles is achieved by using small
sensors. Because not all patients are comfortable with
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the same sensor, pelvic muscle activity is monitored
with either of two types of sensors.

® For women, small tampon-like sensors are placed
in the vagina. For men (and women with small
vaginal openings) smaller sensors are available that
fit inside the anus. Patients are most often able to
place these sensors by themselves and can remain
fully-clothed.

Vaginal (left) and anal (right)
sensors monitor patient
pelvic floor activity. They are
patient inserted and self-
seating which allows

the patient to be

treated fully-clothed.

® Some patients will prefer an external “stick-on”
type of sensor. These are especially good for elderly
patients and should always be used for children.
These patches are like small adhesive bandages
and stick to the skin surface just outside the anal
opening. They are called electrodes and are similar
to the ones used for EKGs.

Both types of sensors are effective in measuring muscle
activity.

After the pelvic muscle sensor
is in place or applied to the
skin, another set of sensors is
placed on the surface of the
abdomen. The most common
error that people make in performing pelvic muscle
exercises is using their abdominal muscles instead of
the pelvic muscles. With biofeedback, the patient can
learn to stop using the wrong muscles and start using
the correct ones.

Seeing is Believing
Once the sensors are in place, the biofeedback therapist

connects the sensors to a computer. The computer
changes the electrical activity of the muscles into a
signal that can be seen (or heard) on the computer
screen. The signal may be viewed as colored lines
moving across the screen or bars that move up and
down as the muscles tense and relax. Sometimes an
audible tone accompanies the signal.

Putting it All Together

The job of the biofeedback therapist is to coach the
patient in the proper use of the pelvic muscles. By
following instructions, patients will see the signals
changing as they contract and relax the muscles. Seeing
is believing! As these changes occur, patients become
more aware of the pelvic muscles.

Biofeedback does nothing to patients
but assists them in learning to control
their own boay. It is a safe and
effective treatment technique with
no known side effects.

This video shows relax activity at left of
screen, followed by contract at right.

Summary

Biofeedback treatments for incontinence:
®  are effective in the treatment of urge or stress
incontinence when used by trained therapists.

can be helpful in certain other conditions caused
by pelvic muscle dysfunction.

are useful for people who are willing and able to
assume more responsibility and control of their
body.

can be used along with medications and other
types of treatment for incontinence such as
bladder training and dietary modification.

may be prescribed before and after surgery.

are reimbursed by Medicare in most cases.

For Further Information: A
The following programs are available through NAFC.
To order, you may send a check to NAFC; POB 1019;
Charleston, SC 29402; or use a MasterCard or VISA to
order by phone at 1-800-BLADDER or on our secure
Web site, www.nafc.org.

® NAFC Quality Care® Donor—Annual subscription
entitles you to a year of Quality Care®, NAFC’s quarterly
newsletter. Every issue includes helpful information
about causes and treatments for incontinence. With a
NAFC subscription you will also receive the Resource
Guide®: Products and Services for Incontinence, a
complete directory of incontinence products and
services; access to NAFC’s Members Only section of
the Web site www.nafc.org, educational leaflets, and
a booklet titled Your Personal Guide to Bladder Health.
(825 annually)

® Pelvic Muscle Exercises for Men — This audio
cassette tape is most helpful for men experiencing
urine leakage after prostate surgery. The accompanying
training manual helps you to follow the verbal instructions
with written descriptions and detailed drawings.
($8.50 postpaia)

® Women’s Pelvic Muscle Exercises Instruction Kit -
This kit is most helpful for women with mild to moderate
stress incontinence and/or overactive bladder. It includes
a manual with descriptions and detailed drawings, a
motivational video and instructional audio recording.
Select DVD/CD or VHS/Cassette. ($20.00 postpaid)
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