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What is the bladder? 
The bladder is the organ which stores urine produced 
by the kidneys. It is a muscle in the shape of a bag 
which can hold around 500 millilitres of urine (Fig. 1a 
and b). 

Most people start feeling their bladder is filling when 
it is half full. In order to empty the bladder, you have 
to be able to relax. This usually means being in a 
socially convenient environment, such as a toilet or 
a private space. The brain will then send a signal 
to the bladder to start squeezing out the urine. 

How often you urinate depends on many factors, but 
in particular on how much you drink. Most people 
urinate less than 8 times during the day and either 
not at all or once during the night.

The underlined terms are listed in the glossary.

Fig. 1b: The female lower urinary tract.

Fig. 1a: The male lower urinary tract.
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What are overactive bladder 
symptoms?

Overactive bladder symptoms (OAB) are a collection 
of urinary storage symptoms. Storage symptoms 
include:

•	 The sudden need to urinate and having trouble 
postponing it

•	 Any involuntary loss of urine
•	 The need to urinate more often than usual
•	 The need to wake up at night to urinate

OAB symptoms are common and can affect both 
men and women. Between 10 and 20% of people 
suffer from it at some stage in their lives.

What causes overactive bladder 
symptoms? 
OAB symptoms can have various causes:

•	 Some people experience sudden and spontane-
ous contractions of the bladder muscle

•	 Some people are more sensitive to the feeling of 
their bladder filling

•	 In some cases the kidneys produce too much 
urine at night, which causes nocturia. This may 
be related to older age or certain medical condi-
tions 

•	 Some people have a smaller bladder which is 
filled to capacity more quickly, but this is not very 
common

This information was updated in January 2014. 

This leaflet is part of EAU Patient Information on OAB. It contains 
general information about overactive bladder symptoms. If you 
have any specific questions about your individual medical situation 
you should consult your doctor or other professional healthcare 
provider.

This information was produced by the European Association of 
Urology (EAU). The content of this leaflet is in line with the EAU 
Guidelines.

You can find this and other information on urological diseases at 
our website: http://patients.uroweb.org
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Terms your doctor may use

•	 Urgency is a sudden need to urinate which is 

difficult to postpone. This may be because of 

fear of urine leakage. It is the most important 

symptom of OAB.

•	 Urgency incontinence is leakage of urine which 

may happen if you cannot reach a toilet in time.

•	 Urinary frequency is the need to urinate more 

often than usual, generally more than 8 times 

a day.

•	 Nocturia is waking up one or more times per 

night because of the need to urinate.

•	 LUTS (lower urinary tract symptoms) is a term 

used for the collection of symptoms which can 

point to a number of diseases affecting the 

urinary tract.


