
 

Pessaries are still a taboo topic, but these
ancient devices help many women
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A vaginal pessary is a removable device inserted in the vagina to support
its walls or uterus (support pessary) or for bladder leakage (continence
pessary).
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https://www.yourpelvicfloor.org/media/vaginal-pessary-for-pelvic-organ-prolapse-english-1.pdf


 

Pessaries have been around for a very long time, the oldest known
pessary—as described by the ancient Greek physician Hippocrates—was
a pomegranate soaked in vinegar!

Nowadays, pessaries are made from silicone which is non allergenic,
long lasting, pliable and can be sterilized. Some are worn continuously
for weeks, months or years with appropriate maintenance, while others
are inserted as needed.

What they are good for

There are many types of vaginal support pessaries with (mostly)
descriptive names: ring, Gellhorn, donut, cube, C-POP and more. At
least two models of continence pessaries—branded Contiform and Coo-
Wee—are relatively new on the market as well as the continence ring
and dish.

Continence pessaries are used for stress urinary incontinence or "light
bladder leakage" that occurs with coughing, sneezing or exercise. These
act to support the urethra, as can a vaginal tampon, and can prevent
leakage in up to 60% of women. They are especially useful if leakage is
predictable, such as when a woman goes to the gym or out for a jog.

Vaginal support pessaries can be effective for prolapse (a type of hernia
or weakness of the vaginal walls and ligaments that allow the uterus,
bladder, or bowel to descend to or beyond the vaginal opening). If
successfully fitted, pessaries can help 60% to 70% of women with these
problems. There is improvement in the feeling of a vaginal bulge or
tissue protrusion, improvement in bladder emptying and bladder leakage
and urgency, sexual frequency and satisfaction. About 50% of women
who have a vaginal birth will have some prolapse and up to 20% will go
on to have surgery during their lifetime.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0301211503006511
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2876320/
https://contiforminternational.com/
https://coowee.me/
https://coowee.me/
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/ncontinence-ring-and-incontinence-dish-courtesy-of-Milex-web-site_fig1_225762597
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/ncontinence-ring-and-incontinence-dish-courtesy-of-Milex-web-site_fig1_225762597
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/urinary+incontinence/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9119894/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/women/
https://www.continence.org.au/who-it-affects/women/prolapse
https://www.cochranelibrary.com/cdsr/doi/10.1002/14651858.CD004010.pub4/full
https://journals.lww.com/greenjournal/Fulltext/2014/06000/Lifetime_Risk_of_Stress_Urinary_Incontinence_or.9.aspx


 

Pelvic floor muscle training in the early stages can improve symptoms as
can vaginal estrogen in women after menopause. A pessary can be an
alternative to surgery or used while women are delaying (such as in
between pregnancies) or waiting to have surgery.

The downside

Pessary use can have a downside too. Side effects may include vaginal
discharge or odor or vaginal bleeding. These side effects generally occur
after many months or years of continuous use and contribute to
discontinuation.

An Australian study reported only 14% women continued long term use
of pessaries mainly due to these side effects and the need for long term
maintenance.

But a pessary can "buy time." Theoretically, pessary use can help prevent
worsening of prolapse.

A pessary for longer wear is usually fitted in clinic. Generally, all
gynecologists are trained to fit a pessary as are specialized pelvic floor
physiotherapists and continence nurse specialists. Women often require
a trial of more than one size or type to find the "best fit." Sometimes a
pessary can't be fitted, is uncomfortable or falls out. This can occur
when the vaginal length is short after previous prolapse surgery or
hysterectomy, the vagina has a wide opening or the muscles are very
weak.

Support pessaries can be self-managed by women who are willing to do
this regularly in the same way they might manage a tampon, menstrual
cup, or diaphragm contraceptive device. Sexually active women may
choose to remove the pessary prior to intercourse; however, this is not
essential for all types.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2876320/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/side+effects/
https://pubmed-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.monash.idm.oclc.org/19906018/


 

If not self-managed, pessary follow up is needed every six to 12 months,
when the device is removed, cleaned, and reinserted or a new one
inserted.

There are rare but serious complications like fistula (an opening between
vagina and bowel or bladder) and impaction where an anesthetic or
surgery is required to remove the pessary.

Did you know that a pessary can help with urinary incontinence
and prolapse symptoms? A pessary is a silicone device fitted for
you to help alleviate symptoms in a non-surgical way. #pessary 
#prolapse #incontinence pic.twitter.com/PQn4NSArCK

— Mayo Clinic OB/GYN (@MayoGynecology) March 8, 2021

Some future models

Recently, there is some research and development occurring in adding 
personalized or "smart" capabilities to the vaginal support pessary such
as electrical stimulation therapy or pressure biofeedback such as already
exists for pelvic floor training devices.

Acceptance of pessaries is variable and often related to prior knowledge
and appropriate counseling.

There is a lack of knowledge and awareness regarding how common
pelvic organ prolapse and urinary incontinence are. We often hear
women express embarrassment, shame or fear but many suffer in
silence. The main barrier to seeking treatment is the perception that
prolapse or incontinence are inevitable parts of childbirth and aging.

Prolapse and urinary incontinence can have a negative impact on a
woman's physical, emotional and social well-being. Women experiencing
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https://twitter.com/hashtag/pessary?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/hashtag/prolapse?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/hashtag/incontinence?src=hash&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://t.co/PQn4NSArCK
https://twitter.com/MayoGynecology/status/1368924473479598082?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.medicaldesignbriefs.com/component/content/article/mdb/pub/features/applications/40042
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK565181/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK565181/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/prior+knowledge/
https://pubmed-ncbi-nlm-nih-gov.monash.idm.oclc.org/26829346/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Javier-Pizarro-Berdichevsky/publication/301795538_Association_between_pelvic_floor_disorder_symptoms_and_QoL_scores_with_depressive_symptoms_among_pelvic_organ_prolapse_patients/links/59dd6741aca272b698e19388/Association-between-pelvic-floor-disorder-symptoms-and-QoL-scores-with-depressive-symptoms-among-pelvic-organ-prolapse-patients.pdf


 

any pelvic floor dysfunction can speak to their GPs, gynecologists, or 
urogynaecologists (gynecologists specialized in management of prolapse
and incontinence).

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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