
Urologic and gastrointestinal symptoms 
after gynecologic cancer treatment

Annica Holmqvist

Senior Consultant, MD, PhD

Departement of Gynecologic Oncology

Linköping University Hospital, Sweden

Linköping 22-08-30



2

➢ I have no competing interest to declare



Gastrointestinal symptoms
Radiotherapy
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 80% of the patients with pelvic radiotherapy treatment recieves cronic changes in the 

gastrointestinal tract

 50% affects their quality of life

 Inflammation, fibrosis and atrophy, ”a scar in the bowel”

 A wound that do not heal…

 Reduced elasticity and function of the bowel, get worse over time…

 Vitamin and mineral deficiencys, B12, Folic acid, D-vitamin, calcium…

Andreyev HNJ. Gastrointestinal symptoms after pelvic radiotherapy. Lancet Oncol 2007



 Chemotherapy kills cancer cells but also rapidly prolifirating normal cells in the small and 

large intestine

 Inflammation            atrophy of the bowel mucosa

 Disturbed balance of the microbiota of the intestine

 Damages of the enteric nerve system and GI hormone secretion –affects the bowel

movement…

Gastrointestinal symptoms
Chemotherapy
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 Affects 70% of the patients with radiotherapy

 25% of the patients with chemotherapy

 Inflammation and atrophy of the small intestine reduced absorbation of bile
acids

 Bile acids continues to the large intestine -causes inflammation…

 Leads to diarreha (usually 5-15/day) and fecal incontinence

 Deficencies, vitamin-D and calcium

Investigation

 75SeHCAT –syntetic bile acid -marked with an isotop –the activity measured with
a gamma-camera, performed and interpreted by a gastroenterologist-
complicated test..

Treatment

 Bile acid sequestrants. Treatment based on  anamnestic and clinical findings

 Questran, Lestid, Cholestagel….

 Dietician - reduce fat-intake

Gastrointestinal symptoms
Bile acid malabsorbation
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 45% of the patients with radiotherapy

 25% of the patients with chemotherapy

 Bacterias in the small intestine inflammation..

 Flatulence, diarreha

Investigation

 Exahalation test –difficult to interprete….

Treatment

 Due to clinical and anamnestic findings -Metronidazol or Doxyferm 10 
days

Gastrointestinal symptoms
Bacterial overgrowth of the small intestine (SIBO)
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 Radiation to the upper part of the abdomen

 Affects around 5%  

 Reduced ability to produce enzymes from pancreas

 When 10% of the pancreas function persist

 Diarreha

Investigation

 Faeces elastas –simple test

Treatment

 T Creon

Gastrointestinal symptoms
Pancreasinsufficiency
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Gastrointestinal symptoms

Other causes…

 Anxiety, stress

 Inflammatory bowel disease (Chrons disease, Ulcerative colitis)

 Hypo/Hyperthyreosis
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HJN Andreyev. Gastrointestinal Problems after Pelvic Radiotherapy: the Past, the Present and the Future, 
Clinical Oncology 2007



 Reflux– acid blocking medicines (Omeprazol etc..)

 Diarrhea – Imodium, bulking agents (Vi-siblin, Inolaxol)

 Exclude lactose for 2-3weeks 

 50% lactose intolerant after radiotherapy (pelvis) 

 Worsens by food with high fat content, smoked meet, legumes (beans, peas, lentils)

 Use ”clean products” for sugar, avoid to much fibres, chewing gum, eat white bread

instead…

 Contac with dietician

 Patient information regarding dietary advice…

Gastrointestinal symptoms
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General treatment



Gastrointestinal symptoms
Rectal bleeding

 Radiotherapy –increases the amount of small blod vessels in the bowel

(telangiektasier) which could give problems with bleeding

 Affects 16-51%

 Around 6% are having severe bleeding symptoms that affects their daily activity and 

quality of life

 Usually starts 3-12 months after finishing radiotherapy treatment

 Often worst after around 3-4 years ….

Investigation

 Exclude other causes of the bleeding -coloscopy/gastroscopy, biopsies
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Gastrointestinal symptoms
Rectal bleedning

Treatment

• Treat the diarreha – a continous damage of the bowel mucosa give rise to inflammation 

(Imodium, opium tincture)

• Suppository/ointment Xyloproct/scheriproct –anti-inflammatory

(hydrocortison/prednisolon+lidokain)

• Andapsin enema. T Adapsin 1g x 2 4.5 ml water applied in rectum 2 ggr/day for 4 weeks. 

73% effect in studies 18 prostata and 5 cervixcancerpatients.  

(McElvanna, A. Colorectal Disease 2013)
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• 5-ASA - Asacol 400mg 2x2 –most commonly used to treat inflammatory bowel diseases

• T Metronidazol –reduces inflammation

• Argon plasma coagulation (APC) –diatermi of the tissue by using argon gas..

• Warning! Do not use this method if the patient previosly have had brachytherapy, risk for 
necrosis/fistulas

• Difficult for ischemic tissue to heal –less blood vessels….

(Hortelano E. Rev Esp Enferm Dig. 2014, Weiner J. Pract Radiat Oncol 2017)

• Hyperbar oxygen treatment (HBO) 

• Studies 89-95% have effect of treatment. Around 30% very good effect

(Oscarsson N. Int J Radiation Oncol 2013. Thomas R. McCarty. Gastroenterology and Hepatology 2019) 

Gastrointestinal symptoms
Rectal bleeding
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Urinary tract symptoms

Radiotherapy

• Urinary tract symptoms are common after pelvic radiotherapy

• In a study by ours on patients with primary uterine tumors with pelvic RT ~ 70% 
had some grade of symptoms 1 year after finishing radiotherapy

(Holmqvist et al. Clinical and Translational Oncology 2021)

• Caused by damaged nervs

• Atrophy/fibrosis of the bladder/urine tubes/leader

• The urine bladder -stiff, unelastic, reduced abiltity to preserve urine, frequent
visits to the toilet, overactive bladder… 

• Caused by atrophy -lack of oestrogen in the vagina/end of the urinary tube
(reduced amount of estrogen receptors)

Chemotherapy

• Damages the epitelalial cells in the urinary tract/vagina -causes inflammation

• Some type of chemoterapies could cause acute hemorrhagic cystitis
cyklophosphamide/ifosfamide (during the drug administration Mesna is given –
inactivate the toxic metabolite acrolein and protects the bladder mucosa)

• Increases the risk of infections and later atrophy, dry mucous membranes…
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Urinary tract symptoms 
Radiotherapy

Radiotherapy-induced cystitis

 Severe inflammation of the bladder mucosa (necrotic wounds..)

 Frequent visits to the toilet, pain when urinate, affects 10-15%

 Macroscopic hematuria 5% 

 Cystoscopy – refere to Urologist

 Instillations into the bladder with hyaluronic acid (Uracyst, Hyacyst, Laluril..) protects the 
bladder surface so it could heal..

 Hyperbar oxygen treatment –Huddinge, Stockholm and Sahlgrenska, Gothenburg

 76-85% had effect of the treatment, around 30% very good effect… 

(Oscarsson N. Int J Radiation Oncol 2013. Thomas R. McCarty.   Gastroenterology and Hepatology 2019)
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Urinary tract symptoms
Radiotherapy

Stuprörs-urethra

 The urethra gets stiff like a downpipe (stuprör..)

 Constant leakage of urine (even at night..) due to severe side effects

caused by irradiation

• Fibrosis around the urinary tube

 Peri-urethral injections (hyaluronic acid/polyakrylamid) 

 Must be performed by a senior gynecologist
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Thank you for your attention!


