
 

Postmenopausal women with depression or
urinary incontinence experience vaginal
symptoms

July 15 2015

Special efforts should be made to identify and treat depression and
urinary incontinence in postmenopausal women with vaginal symptoms,
according to UC San Francisco researchers, as these two common
conditions not only tend to co-exist with vaginal symptoms but also may
complicate the impact of these symptoms on women's daily activities
and quality of life.

The study appears online on July 15, 2015, in Menopause and will be
featured in the January 2016 print edition.

"Our findings suggest that depression and urinary incontinence may
magnify the effects of vaginal symptoms on women's activities, feelings
and relationships, and postmenopausal women experiencing these
comorbid problems may be in special need of evaluation and treatment,"
said lead author Mary Hunter, MN, physiological nursing doctoral
candidate in the School of Nursing at UCSF.

Up to a third of postmenopausal women experience vaginal dryness,
soreness, itching, irritation, pain during sexual activity and other issues,
according to the study. However, the significance of these symptoms in
relation to functionality and well-being is not well understood.

Hunter and her colleagues conducted this research as an ancillary study
to the Reproductive Risks of Incontinence Study at Kaiser (RRISK), a
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multiethnic cohort study of risk factors for urinary tract dysfunction in
community-dwelling middle-aged and older women. RRISK participants
were female enrollees in Kaiser Permanente Northern California, which
serves approximately 25-30 percent of the northern California
population.

The initial study data was collected from November 2008 to April 2012
through visits with 2,016 women in their homes as part of the third wave
of RRISK. Of that total, 745 participants who reported being
postmenopausal and having at least one vaginal symptom then were
asked to complete a Day-to-day Impact of Vaginal Aging (DIVA)
questionnaire, and received an assessment of multiple sociodemographic
and clinical factors that have potential to influence the impact of these
symptoms.

The research team used the DIVA questionnaire responses to assess
symptom impact on daily living, emotional well-being, self-concept and 
body image, and sexual functioning. Approximately 21 percent of the
participants were African American, 25 percent Latina and 20 percent
Asian. Higher scores on the DIVA questionnaire indicate greater
negative impact.

In their analysis, the researchers found that women with comorbid
depression reported an 11-22 percent greater impact of vaginal
symptoms on all dimensions of functioning and well-being. Women with
urinary incontinence reported a 27-37 percent greater impact of vaginal
symptoms on daily living, emotional well-being, and self-concept and
body image.

Women sexually active on at least a weekly basis reported lower impact
of their vaginal symptoms with regards to self-concept and body image
and sexual function. This association aligns with the observation of
William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson, among others, that more
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frequent sexual activity may be protective of sexual function and well-
being.

Interestingly, among the ethic groups, the researchers found that Latina
women tended to have lower impact scores for the DIVA self-concept
and body image and sexual function domains compared to white women,
though the reasons for this are unknown.
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