'FOR 35 YEARS I COULDN'T PEE IN A URINAL'
David, an IT consultant from the English Midlands, has paruresis or shy bladder syndrome.
Looking back, it started when I was 11 and moved to the upper school. I was kicked and pushed into a urinal
by some bullies. I started to avoid the toilets when other boys were there and use cubicles.
I didn't think too much of it until I was in my teens and started going out. I'd pee beforehand and then I'd be
holding it in on the bus on the way home. You think you're the only one. After a while, you're turning down 4
out of 5 social invitations and only going to other people's homes. I even started to dream about passing out in
the urinal as a result of a panic attack over not being able to pee.
My father wasn't a great socializer so perhaps I never had a safe transition from home to public spaces such
as pubs.
I was terrified even to do a search on the internet
I knew I needed to sort it out but I was terrified even to do a search on the internet because I thought someone
could trace a search back to my computer.
It's a point of ego, I suppose. What sort of man are you if you can't even piss? Your self-esteem plummets.
Eventually I saw an article in the newspaper and visited the UK Paruresis Trust website. I monitored the
bulletin board for a year without posting.
I also read Steven Soifer's book on shy bladder syndrome which was fantastic. It explained how tensing up is a
perfectly natural reaction to a perceived threat. Any animal would do it. The inhibition can even cause your
penis to shrivel which is an added embarrassment. It's a vicious circle.
Then I attended one of the UKPT workshops. I met an ordinary cross-section of society. The workshop offers
facilitated self-help based on what's known as cognitive behavior therapy. One part is graduated exposure
therapy, which is a bit like the treatment used for phobias when they start off by showing you a photo of a
spider and eventually you work up to holding one. The other part is cognitive therapy, which tackles the
negative thought processes that make it difficult to pee (eg. people are watching me).
CBT puts you back in control
The first part of paruresis is the physical problem of not being able to urinate. The second part is how you feel
about it and how it affects your life. Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) puts you back in control.
It's still a challenge for me to use urinals but I've realized that it's just a continuum. Most blokes would like a
little privacy; I just like a little more. I used to avoid drinking anything so I wouldn't want to go. Now I do the
opposite and drink plenty of liquid so I've got enough inside me to pee more easily. It's good - most of us don't
drink enough water to be healthy, anyway.
Although it often starts in childhood, paruresis can come on at any age, even in your 30s or 40s. Some doctors
are hopeless, of course - one bloke on the workshop was told by his GP to whistle! - but if you do develop
problems when you're older, it makes sense to see your GP just to rule out things like an enlarged prostate.
But if you can go when you're alone, it's probably paruresis.
Make no mistake, people have committed suicide over this condition. It can be very debilitating, especially if
you're unable to use a cubicle.
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