ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT

PELVIC
RADIATION
DISEASE

FUNDING RESEARCH
INTO DISEASES
OF THE GUT, LIVER
& PANCREAS

THIS FACTSHEET IS ABOUT PELVIC
RADIATION DISEASE
Pelvic Radiation Disease is a term used to describe a collection
of symptoms that can arise after radiotherapy treatment to the abdomen
or pelvis for cancers such as cervical, prostate, bladder and bowel cancers.
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This leaflet was published by Guts UK charity in 2018 and will be reviewed in 2020. This leaflet was written under the direction of our Medical Director and has
been subject to both lay and professional review. All content provided is for information only. The information found is not a substitute for professional medical
care by a qualified doctor or other health care professional. ALWAYS check with your doctor if you have any concerns about your condition or treatment. The
publishers are not responsible or liable, directly or indirectly, for any form of damages whatsoever resulting from the use (or misuse) of information contained or
implied by the information in this booklet. Please contact Guts UK if you believe any information in this leaflet is in error.
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CAUSES OF PELVIC RADIATION DISEASE
Radiotherapy is a treatment that is directed towards a part of the body
with the aim of destroying cancer cells that are present there. However,
during treatment, damage to nearby healthy cells can occur. This damage
can vary from person to person and may depend on the type of cancer,
location and how much radiation is used.
WHAT ARE THE USUAL SYMPTOMS OF PELVIC
RADIATION DISEASE?
Symptoms can begin during radiation treatment or not appear until years
after the treatment is finished and, likewise, can range from very mild to
totally debilitating. Symptoms vary depending on which organ is affected
therefore we have separated the symptoms into those of the bladder,
bowel or reproductive organs. Your doctor or hospital staff might be able
to help you identify and define your symptoms using a questionnaire, such
as the ALERT-B questionnaire.
•• Bowel: radiation therapy can result in scarring of the bowel lining and/
or weakening of the muscles that control stool movement. This can
lead to the contents of the bowel (faeces) passing through the bowel
too quickly. Symptoms of this may include soiling underwear (faecal
incontinence) and needing to rush to the toilet during the day or waking
up at night to pass stools. Excessive diarrhoea may also be caused
by the adverse effect of radiotherapy on certain vital bowel functions.
These include the poor breakdown of carbohydrates such as lactose
and fructose, a reduction in the amount of bile acids the bowel can
re-absorb and bacteria overgrowth. The bowel may become narrowed
by scar tissues causing constipation or cramping pain. The blood vessels
in the bowel can become more fragile, causing bleeding which can be
seen in the faeces.
•• Bladder: pelvic radiation can cause scarring to the bladder and may
also weaken the pelvic floor muscles. Symptoms include a need to rush
to pass urine, being unable to hold urine in, having accidents (urinary
incontinence) and/or pain when passing urine. Sometimes the blood
vessels in and around the bladder and prostate are fragile, which causes
bleeding which can be seen in the urine.
•• Reproductive organs: patients can experience a loss of sexual desire.
Women can experience changes in the vagina including drying and
loss of elasticity (caused by formation of scar tissue) which can make
intercourse painful. Increased vaginal discharge may be noticed. Men
may not be able to get or maintain an erection.
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HOW IS PELVIC RADIATION DISEASE DIAGNOSED?
Many of the symptoms of the condition can also be caused by other
problems that should be excluded first.
•• Bowel symptoms: the main investigations include an examination of
the large bowel lining using an endoscope (where a small tube with a
camera on the end is inserted into the bowel via the back passage).
An MRI (Magnet Resonance Imaging) scan can be used to investigate
the small bowel. Stools can be tested to exclude certain infections or
conditions and the muscles that help stools to control continence can
also be checked for any weakness.
•• Bladder symptoms: a cystoscopy (a camera on a thin tube designed
to examine the bladder) will be carried out along with tests on urine
samples to exclude other conditions.
WHAT TREATMENT IS AVAILABLE FOR PELVIC RADIATION
DISEASE?
The treatment depends upon the symptoms and the organ affected.
•• Bowel: treatment depends on the cause of the change in bowel
symptoms. If bile acid malabsorption is diagnosed, then bile acidbinding medications are available. For diarrhoea, anti-diarrhoeal
medications can be used and for constipation, laxatives. A referral to
a dietician may be useful as certain changes in the diet, for example
altering fibre intake, can help with diarrhoea, constipation and wind.
The pelvic floor muscles support the bladder and bowel and normally
give control during urination and when opening bowels. Pelvic floor
exercises can help increase this support, improve co-ordination and
provide more control of the bowels and urination. Bleeding from
the back passage may not need treatment particularly if it is a small
amount. However, if the bleeding is enough to cause a low blood count
(anaemia) or is interfering with day-to-day activities, then medications
or procedures can be used to help reduce or stop the bleeding. These
may require a referral to a specialist gastroenterology centre. Where
an additional diagnosis has not been found to explain the bowel
symptoms, then medication and lifestyle modifications can be helpful to
improve symptoms and quality of life.
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•• Bladder: pelvic floor exercises can help with urine leakage and
incontinence but if these measures do not help, medications can
sometimes be used. Radiotherapy can cause narrowing (scarring) in the
urethra, the tube that drains the bladder to the outside, which can make
passing urine difficult. This narrowing can be treated using dilators to
widen the affected area. Fragile blood vessels which cause blood in
the urine can be sealed with a heat treatment and the bladder can be
washed out to remove any blood clots. These procedures are usually
available via referral to a urologist or a continence nurse specialist.
•• Reproductive organs: there are several treatment options which
can help with pain during intercourse, bleeding, vaginal dryness or
symptoms of early menopause (mood swings, hot flushes, low sex
drive) after radiotherapy and your doctor can advise you on these.
Some symptoms may require referral to a specialist who can discuss
different treatment options such as use of hormone replacement
therapy, hormone creams or dilators. Men who have problems with
erections can also be referred to an appropriate specialist.
•• Self management: being in control and organised can help you to
manage the day-to-day symptoms of bowel and bladder problems
including planning ahead when leaving the house. For example, knowing
how long the outing will be, finding out where toilets are, taking a bag
of spare clothes and wearing products such as pads to help absorb any
leakage. It is also important to protect the skin around the back passage
by keeping it dry and clean.
HOW CAN PELVIC RADIATION DISEASE AFFECT YOU?
The condition can impact a person in many ways. Symptoms are often
embarrassing and debilitating and may occur intermittently over the long
term. As a result, many patients suffer with feelings of frustration and
hopelessness. It is important to discuss any negative feelings with your
doctor, so that appropriate support can be organised.
Some symptoms can clear up on their own but, unfortunately, others
do not completely go away and may last for years after radiotherapy
treatment has finished. The effects may be very mild with minimal impact
on day-to-day living but sometimes they may be very troublesome and
interfere with daily activities.
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WHAT FURTHER RESEARCH NEEDS TO BE DONE
ON PELVIC RADIATION DISEASE?
Further research into the underlying mechanisms that cause pelvic
radiation disease could lead to discovery of a reversible factor. Treatment
could then target the underlying changes, rather than just treatment of
symptoms.

WHAT TO ASK YOUR DOCTOR?
• Have I been assessed using the ALERT-B questionnaire to identify
if I may benefit from seeing a specialist for any of my symptoms?
• May I be referred to a dietician to see if there are any changes
to my diet that may help with my symptoms?
• How often do I need follow-up?
• Would it be appropriate for me to be referred for counselling
or other psychotherapy support?
For more information about research in this area please
contact Guts UK.
gutscharity.org.uk | 020 7486 0341 | info@gutscharity.org.uk
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Can you support Guts UK charity?
Whatever you do already, do it for
Guts UK charity. The more we all
know about our digestive system,
the better we can look after it.

Fancy making us a knitted guts
set for education purposes?
Contact us for a pattern

IF YOU FIND THIS INFORMATION USEFUL,
PLEASE SHARE IT WITH OTHERS
facebook.com/GutsCharityUK

@GutsCharityUK

You can donate by filling in the form below and sending it to Freepost
RTJK-YYUL-XXSZ, Guts UK, London NW1 4LB , online at gutscharity.org.uk,
by calling us on 020 7486 0341 or by texting GUTS18 and your donation
amount to 70070

DONATION
FORM
DONATING IS EASY

1

Choose whether you want to
make a one-off donation, or
make regular donations.

2

3

Enter your details
in the form below.

Send this form, via Freepost
to us or call us to take payment.

YOUR DETAILS
Name
Address
Postcode
Tel

Email

MAKE A ONE- OFF DONATION
Expiry

Card no

/

Sec code

Address
(if different
from above)
to take my details

Please call me on

I would like to support GUTS UK with a donation of
£5

£10

£25

£50

£100

£500

Other

SUPPORT BY REGULAR GIVING
Instruct your Bank or Building Society to pay by Direct Debit. Please fill in the form
in ballpoint pen and send to: Freepost RTJK-YYUL-XXSZ, Guts UK, London NW1 4LB
Guts UK reference

Name(s) of Account Holder(s)

0015 /
Bank/Building Society Accu No.

Sort code

Name and address of your Bank or Building society
Branch name:
Address:

Instruction to your Bank or Building Society
Please pay Guts UK Direct Debits from the account detailed in
this instruction subject to the safegaurds assured by the Direct
Debit Guarantee.
I understand that this instruction may remain with GUTS UK and,
if so, details will be passed electronically to my Bank/Building
Society.

Signature(s)

Date

Payment date (not 31st)

Amount

Postcode:

Contact number

Note:
Banks and Building Societies may not accept Direct Debit
instructions for some types of accounts.
Please turn every £10 you donate into £12.50 - at no extra cost to you!
I am happy for all gifts of money that I have made to Guts UK charity (Core) in the last four years and all future gifts of money that I make
to be Gift Aid donations. I am a UK taxpayer and understand that if I pay less Tax & Capital Gains Tax in that tax year than the amount of
Gift Aid claimed on all my donations across all charities, it is my responsibility to pay any difference. Guts UK charity claims 25p for
every £1 you donate from the tax you pay for the current tax year. If your circumstances, name or address change, please do let us know.

Add Gift Aid

Signature(s)

Date

WOULD YOU LIKE US TO STAY IN TOUCH?

RECEIPT DETAILS

By post

I require a receipt for this donation

By email

Registered Charity: 1137029

By telephone

