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A good life requires relief from bowel problems 
Bowel problems are one of the major challenges in the daily lives of about 3000 Danes living 

with spinal cord injury. However, these problems are often underestimated by healthcare 

professionals, and by those afflicted by the condition. More knowledge is needed to find 

effective solutions.  

This is the conclusion of a recent study, the results of which are presented in this article. 
These results are based on survey responses from members of RYK, the Danish Spinal Cord 
Injury Association. The study shows that relieving bowel problems is essential for ensuring a 
good quality of life for people with spinal cord injury.  

Spinal cord injuries involve varying degrees of paralysis, as well as bladder, bowel and sexual 
dysfunction. Among all the negative aspects of spinal cord injuries, our members have 
reported bowel problems as the issue that has the most negative impact on their daily lives. 
Bowel problems have a number of physiological consequences, and may also result in 
feelings of shame, insecurity and fear of incontinence. It also significantly affects the 
individual’s ability to actively participate in society. 

This survey was conducted by RYK in cooperation with Coloplast A/S, and the results are 
presented here in this article. RYK hopes that the article will lead to reflection and action. 

 

 

 

 

 

Solutions to bowel problems 
Many of RYK’s members depend on assistive devices in order to live the life they want, which 
is to be a full member of society, with an education, employment, leisure time and family. 
Many of them need assistive devices to manage their bowel problems. 

RYK is working to ensure that their members have access to the appropriate care and 
treatment.  

There are several methods for relieving the negative symptoms of bowel problems. Many 
people use and benefit from laxatives or enemas, anorectal stimulation, as well as assistance 
from healthcare personnel or family members.  

Some require other solutions, such as flushing the bowel with lukewarm water. This method 
is known as Transanal Irrigation (TAI). This offers the opportunity to plan the time and place 
for evacuating the bowels, which would reduce the person’s need for assistance.  
The use of TAI is not as widespread in Denmark as in other countries. This is partly due to 

The survey, conducted by RYK in cooperation with Coloplast A/S, consisted of a questionnaire 
distributed among RYK's members in June 2019.  
Results of the survey offer insight into the scope of bowel problems, what they mean for the lives 
of our members, and the type of treatment that might be available. 
438 members responded to the questionnaire; which corresponds to 30% of our members. The 
high percentage of responses indicates that the results are significant and representative for Danish 
residents with spinal cord injury. 



the lack of knowledge of TAI, as well as difficulties in obtaining prescriptions or financial 
support for TAI. RYK has therefore highlighted the use of TAI in this study. 

Spinal cord injuries affect a broad range of people 
RYK’s study therefore illustrates the range of Danish residents with spinal cord injury. Spinal 

injuries affect both young and old, and with a slightly higher percentage of men than women. 

 

• The average age of respondents is 57, with an age range 

of 15 to 89 

• 60% of the respondents are men and 40% are women 

• Among working-age respondents, 34% have paid 

employment, either full-time, part-time, subsidised or 

other  

• 36% receive disability benefits, while 26% receive 

retirement pension 

 

Different types of spinal cord injury  
Injuries to the highest vertebrae of the spinal cord affects larger parts of the body than 

injuries to the lowest vertebrae. The degree of the paralysis depends on the extent of the 

injury to the spinal nerves; and whether the injury is complete or incomplete. 

 

 

 

• 60% have an incomplete injury, 40% have 

a complete injury 

• 84% use a wheelchair daily, 71% of whom 

use a wheelchair all the time 
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Bladder and bowel dysfunction cause the most 

problems 

Spinal cord injuries disrupt the signals between the brain and affected areas of the body. 

They also affect the signals that are essential for bladder and bowel function. This is why 

many people with spinal cord injury experience health issues related to these functions. 

 

The five major health problems 
(ranked): 

 
 

1. Urinary tract infections 

2. Constipation 

3. Urinary incontinence 

4. Shoulder and neck pain 

5. Blood pressure problems 

  

 

 

 4 out of 10 experience severe bowel problems  

The extent of the bowel problems can be identified through the questionnaire behind the 

"Neurogenic Bowel Dysfunction Score”. Based on this questionnaire, 39% of our members 

experience moderate or severe problems with 

bowel function, such as constipation and 

incontinence.  

 

 

• 57% use regular medication for 

constipation 

• 40% use anorectal stimulation 

to assist in bowel evacuation 

weekly or more frequently 

 

The use of assistive measures 42%
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Difficult daily life with bowel problems  
For many members, bowel problems place major restrictions on their daily lives. This may 

be due to both a direct impact on their health and indirect consequences, such as stigma or 

fear of incontinence. 

 

• 29% experience faecal incontinence 

monthly or more frequently  

• 39% experience it one or more times each 

month, which means that bowel 

problems limit their daily activities 

• 78% have frequently or occasionally had 

problems with bowel function that have 

prevented them from performing daily 

activities  

 

Bowel problems may be worse than wheelchairs 
Among the ten most common negative aspects of spinal cord injuries, as assessed by our 

members, bowel problems appear to have the greatest negative impact on their daily lives. 

Some members have stated that bowel problems are worse than having to use a wheelchair.  

 

 

 
1. Bowel function 
2. Mobility of the arms/legs 
3. Bladder function 
4. Pain 
5. Fatigue 
6. Sexual function 
7. Wheelchair use 
8. Spasticity 
9. Stigma 
10. Skin and wound care 

 

 

 

"On a scale from 1-10 (10 worst), how       
do the following aspects affect your life?”                             
Average assessment (ranked) 

6.1 5.8 5.8
4.7

Aspects with the greatest 

negative impact 



Limited knowledge of effective solutions  
TAI is a well-documented method of evacuating the bowel for those who have severe bowel 
problems. Yet there is limited knowledge of this method.  

 

 

• 12% use TAI daily 

• 37% have never heard of TAI 

• 29% with extensive bowel 
dysfunction have never heard of TAI 

• 27% of members who have bowel 
problems that prevent them from 
performing regular activities weekly 
or daily have never heard of TAI 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Information and prescription for TAI 
• The two most important channels of information about TAI are the specialised clinics 

for rehabilitation of spinal cord injuries in Hornbæk and Viborg.  

• 30% have received information about TAI at one of these two clinics 

• 24% have received information about TAI from RYK 

• Members who have tried TAI have primarily heard about the method from specialised 
clinics or other hospital departments 

• Among the 12 per cent that have used TAI daily, 43% receive municipal financial 
support for TAI, while 27% get TAI by prescription from one of the specialised clinics 

Knowledge and use of TAI 
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About TAI 
TAI involves introducing water into the colon from an inflatable balloon by way of a rectal 
catheter. This promotes evacuation of the bowel. This method can be used at home as part of a 
daily routine – normally every other day.  
Relatively few of RYK’s members are aware of this method, considering the high percentage of 
bowel problems in this group. 



 

Bowel problems affect working life  
34% of RYK’s members have paid employment These members work full-time, part-time or 
in a subsidised job Bowel problems are one cause of frequent absence, with an average of 
two weeks per year. 

• Average working hours are 20 hours a week 

• The average total sick leave absence is 4 hours a week 

• 25% of the total absence can be directly related to 
bowel problems 

• The total absence due to bowel problems corresponds 
to an average absence of 2 weeks per year (for 20 
working hours per week)  

 

Support from health experts 
About TAI 
“The correct use of TAI leads to fewer incidences of 
constipation, incontinence, and bladder infections, and it 
shortens the time spent on the toilet, which will significantly 
increase opportunities for participation in society and 
improve the quality of life for individuals with spinal cord 
injury.”  
 

Peter Christensen, Professor, Senior physician, Dr. Med, Pelvic Floor Unit,  
Department of Hepatology and Gastroenterology, Aarhus University Hospital 

Incidence of bowel problems  
“Studies show that nearly 50% of people with spinal cord 
injury have incontinence or struggle to empty their bowels, 
and many would benefit from using TAI.” 
 
Assessment of bowel problems  
“The Neurogenic Bowel Dysfunction Score (NBD) is an 
instrument for determining the extent of bowel problems and 
quality of life based on ten questions, including the time 
spent on defecation, as well as incontinence and 
constipation, which all have an effect on participation in 
education, employment and family life." 
 

Klaus Krogh, Professor, Senior physician, Dr. Med.  
Specialist in Medical Gastroenterology,  
Department of Hepatology and Gastroenterology, Aarhus University Hospital  



In brief 

People with spinal cord injury live with paralyses of their legs, arms, sense of touch, 
bladder, and/or bowel, all of which will have a major impact on their daily lives. 

Little attention has been given to problems associated with the bowel, such as 
incontinence, constipation, extended time spent on defecation, uncertainty and the 
consequences of psychological exclusion and discomfort for daily life.  

TAI irrigates the bowel with water and can effectively reduce or eliminate negative 
consequences of bowel problems and improve individuals’ participation in society. 

Summary of the survey  
• Many of RYK’s members state that bowel problems pose the biggest challenges in 

daily life and have the most negative consequences for daily participation in their 
studies, work and family life 

• There is limited knowledge of TAI, which is a well-documented method of bowel 
evacuation for individuals with moderate to severe bowel problems 

• 39% experience such extensive bowel problems that they would certainly benefit 
from TAI 

• Only 10% use TAI 

RYK believes: 
That there is a need for political action to ensure that people with spinal cord injury have 

access to the necessary and appropriate treatment of bowel problems. 

What is needed: 

• The Danish Health Authority must update national guidelines for the treatment of 

people with spinal cord injury, e.g. to include TAI in the list of recommended 

treatments. 

• More information for people with spinal cord injury, healthcare personnel and 

municipal health nurses on the use and development of effective treatment devices 

and aids. 

• Regions and municipalities must ensure that the appropriate treatment methods and 
assistive devices and aids are available to those who need them. 

Videos ׀ knowledge ׀ information ׀ facts ׀ tai.ryk.dk 

 

 

RYK is the Danish association of people with spinal cord injury. RYK’s mission is to improve the 

quality of life for people with spinal cord injury through treatment, research, social conditions, 

equality, as well as the prevention of spinal cord injuries.  

RYK ׀ Blekinge Boulevard 2 ׀ DK-2630 Taastrup ׀ ryk.dk 
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