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Abstract 

Background  Uncomplicated urinary tract infections (uUTIs) are one of the most common community-acquired 
infections, particularly among women. Common symptoms of UTI include dysuria, urinary urgency and increased 
frequency, and lower abdominal pain. With appropriate treatment, symptoms may resolve in a few days. However, 
there is a lack of research on the emotional impact of this disease. We conducted a qualitative, interview-based study 
to gain a greater understanding of the emotional impact of uUTIs in women in China and Japan.

Methods  A qualitative, exploratory, in-depth, interview-based study was conducted between 19 November 
2020 and 25 February 2021. Women aged ≥ 18 years who experienced ≥ 1 uUTI and received antibiotic treatment 
in the past year were eligible for inclusion. Participants must have experienced ≥ 1 of the following symptoms 
during a uUTI episode: urinary urgency, frequency, dysuria, or lower abdominal/suprapubic pain. Participants who 
reported back pain or fever (indicative of complicated UTI) were excluded. Participants with recurrent or sporadic 
UTIs were included, with specific screening criteria used to ensure capture of both groups. Following a screening 
call, a structured, in-depth telephone interview (~ 30 min in duration) was conducted by three female external 
moderators trained in qualitative interviewing, assisted by an interview guide. Interviews were analysed individually 
and thematically, with the results presented within the identified themes.

Results  A total of 65 women with uUTI completed the in-depth telephone interview: 40 (62%) from China 
and 25 (38%) from Japan. Participants reported that the symptoms of uUTI affected multiple aspects of their 
lives, and described feelings of embarrassment, frustration, guilt, dread, and loneliness associated with symptoms 
that interfered with relationships, work and daily activities, and sleep. Participants reported seeking healthcare 
from several different points of contact, from local pharmacies to hospitals.

Conclusions  Our analysis highlights the profound emotional impact of uUTIs in women in China and Japan, 
and the journey these participants take before their initial interaction with a healthcare professional. These insights 
emphasise the need to better understand the full impact of uUTI, and the role of healthcare professionals in improved 
patient education and support.
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Background
Urinary tract infections (UTIs) are one of the most 
common community-acquired infections, affecting 
approximately 50–60% of all adult women during their 
lifetime and 150  million people annually [1, 2]. Com-
mon symptoms of UTI include dysuria, urinary urgency 
and increased frequency, and lower abdominal pain 
[3]. With appropriate treatment, symptoms of UTI may 
resolve within the duration of treatment [4]. UTIs can 
be categorised as uncomplicated (uUTI), affecting oth-
erwise healthy women who are generally free of urinary 
tract abnormalities, or as complicated (cUTI), which 
are associated with various comorbidities and risk fac-
tors (e.g. immunosuppression or a structural/functional 
abnormality of the genitourinary tract) [2, 5, 6]. Most 
uUTIs are caused by a single bacterial species, most com-
monly uropathogenic Escherichia coli, and are treated 
empirically with antibiotics [1, 2, 7]. However, due to an 
increase in antibiotic resistance and multidrug resistant 
pathogens, empirical treatment is associated with treat-
ment failure in some patients within community and out-
patient settings [5, 8].

Approximately 30–44% of women will experience 
recurrent symptomatic uUTIs in their lifetime [9]. A 
uUTI associated with treatment failure or recurrent 
uUTIs (defined as ≥ 2 infections in a 6-month period) can 
have negative social and psychological impacts, which in 
turn may affect patients’ quality of life [1]. In a study of 
324 women with uUTI, 45% reported that their symp-
toms impacted upon their daily life [3]. The emotional 
impact of uUTIs is investigated less frequently than clini-
cal management, yet uUTIs have been found to have a 
notable impact on both the physical and mental health 
of patients, and as a result can adversely affect patients’ 
work and daily lives [10–12]. We conducted a qualitative, 
interview-based study that aimed to gain a greater under-
standing of the emotional impact of uUTIs in women in 
China and Japan.

Methods
Study design
This was a qualitative, exploratory, in-depth, interview-
based study conducted between 19 November 2020 and 
25 February 2021. An interview-based methodology was 
selected to allow for in-depth discussion and to facilitate 
participant reporting of intimate details. A semi-struc-
tured, narrative, participant-completed task (30-minute 
mobile ethnography task) and semi-structured inter-
view (30-minute telephone discussion; Additional file  1: 
Table S1), in which participants recalled their own expe-
rience with uUTI, were used to identify and explore emo-
tions that were previously unexplored. Repeat interviews 
were not conducted.

Adelphi Research personnel were responsible for the 
design of the survey, data collection, analysis, and report-
ing. Adelphi Research are ISO certified and all research 
was completed in line with ISO 20252 (international 
quality standard for market, opinion, and social research, 
including insights and data analytics).

Research methods were conducted in accordance with 
all national and international data protection laws and 
relevant industry guidelines, including specific and/or 
local regulations. General Data Protection Regulation 
guidelines were followed to ensure full participant data 
confidentiality. This non-clinical study was for participant 
insight purposes only. Chinese and Japanese guidelines 
do not have any guidance indicating Institutional Review 
Board approval is required for qualitative interview-
based studies. Also, the study did not meet the require-
ments for needing ethical approval per Chinese and 
Japanese guidelines (see Declaration section for details). 
Respondents were not classified as vulnerable, nor would 
participation induce undue psychological stress or anxi-
ety. All participants provided written informed consent.

Participants
Eligible participants were women aged ≥ 18 years who 
recalled experiencing at least one uUTI and receiving 
antibiotic treatment for a uUTI in the past year; uUTI 
diagnosis and treatment was by a physician. Partici-
pants must have experienced at least one of the following 
symptoms during a uUTI episode within the past year: 
urinary urgency, frequency, dysuria, or lower abdominal/
suprapubic pain. The participants, otherwise healthy, had 
no anatomical or physiological abnormalities of the uri-
nary tract and no systemic signs of infection such as fever 
(temperature greater than 38  °C) or costovertebral pain. 
Participants who reported back pain or fever as a symp-
tom of uUTI (indicative of cUTI) were excluded. Par-
ticipants with recurrent or sporadic UTIs were included 
(with specific screening criteria used to ensure capture of 
both groups), as were participants with treatment failure 
(defined as requiring a second course of antibiotics) and 
treatment success.

Recruitment was conducted by healthcare fieldwork 
agencies in China and Japan, who used a patient commu-
nity panel and physician referrals to recruit participants 
in China and Japan. Participants were remunerated a fair 
market rate in their country of residence for the amount 
of time they participated. Agencies were thoroughly 
briefed, detailing study objectives, inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, and other logistical aspects, and the pro-
cess was subsequently monitored. Interested participants 
contacted the local agencies by telephone or email, and 
their eligibility for study participation was confirmed via 
telephone.
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Data collection interview
During the screening telephone call, participants were 
asked to report their age group, gender, the timing of 
their most recent uUTI, the number of uUTIs experi-
enced in the past year, the number of antibiotic courses 
received for treatment of each uUTI in the past year, and 
whether they had experienced any of six specified symp-
toms (including those in the inclusion and exclusion cri-
teria) during a uUTI episode in the past year. For eligible 
participants, a semi-structured narrative self-task com-
ponent was used to help support and engage participants 
throughout the interview, and act as an additional help 
and source of information. Three tasks were set over the 
course of the week, describing what it feels like to live 
with a uUTI; selecting images to represent how it feels 
to experience a uUTI; and recording the top three strug-
gles when experiencing. This was followed by a semi-
structured, in-depth telephone interview in Chinese or 
Japanese (~ 30  min in duration) conducted on a sepa-
rate day by three female external moderators trained in 
qualitative interviewing in accordance with the interview 
format developed by Adelphi Research (Additional file 1: 
Table S1). Interviews were initially pilot tested (n = 5) to 
ensure that materials were appropriate and that the cap-
tured insights met the study objectives. As the interview 
and materials were deemed suitable, with no amend-
ments required, the results from the pilot interviews 
were included in the final sample.

Telephone interviews were completed in a setting of 
the respondent’s choosing. Only an external moderator 
and the participant actively conversed during the tel-
ephone interviews, although in some cases employees 
from Adelphi Research and/or the study sponsor (GSK) 
listened on a muted line, with the participant’s prior per-
mission, to ensure that the objectives were met. During 
the interview, the participant was queried about their 
emotions and the impact of their uUTI and its treat-
ment on daily activities. Financial compensation was 
provided to participants to incentivise completion of 
the interview and was deemed at an appropriate level as 
per local regulations. Moderators were independent and 
had no prior relationship with the participants. Partici-
pants were aware that the researcher was employed as an 
external moderator to conduct the study by the sponsor 
but were not made aware of the moderator’s personal 
characteristics.

Data analysis
A purposive sampling approach was used and study 
sample size was chosen to ensure that a full breadth of 
insights would be captured. Participants were strati-
fied according to country of origin (China or Japan), and 

further stratified by the number of antibiotic courses 
received for uUTI in the past year (one course for each 
uUTI, or more than one course for a single uUTI epi-
sode). It was estimated that 12 participants per stratum 
would be sufficient to achieve data saturation. Therefore, 
a minimum of 12 participants were included in each stra-
tum (for number of antibiotics) for each country (mini-
mum of 24 participants per country). Participants were 
also selected so that at least half (across countries) had 
experienced recurrent uUTIs (defined as more than two 
uUTIs in the past year), and to ensure inclusion of par-
ticipants with treatment failure and treatment success.

Following completion of the interviews, analysts spe-
cialising in qualitative healthcare research transcribed 
key portions of the recordings on an individual partici-
pant basis into an analysis grid developed by Adelphi 
Research, without the use of data management software. 
According to the biopsychosocial model proposed by 
Engel in 1977 [10], the patient’s experience of disease 
includes physical manifestations, psychological seque-
lae, and impacts in the social context. Drawing on this 
theory, analysis of the interview text focussed on partici-
pants’ experiences of physical symptoms and treatment, 
the impact of uUTI on daily activities and relationships, 
and resulting emotional impacts. Thematic analysis 
of responses was carried out by three members of the 
Adelphi Research team, as a group, to identify common 
themes. Transcripts were not available to participants 
post-interview and participants did not provide feedback 
on findings. An inductive approach was used to ensure 
that the full range of participants’ experiences were cap-
tured and insights were not lost by prematurely narrow-
ing the frame of reference. This process involved: (1) fully 
reviewing the interview data; (2) developing codes that 
best described and represented the data; (3) identifying 
patterns and common themes among the data; (4) defin-
ing themes to best represent the data; and (5) develop-
ing the study report to include a thematic overview of the 
findings with detailed and nuanced representation of the 
data. Results are presented according to the identified 
themes.

When quoting specific participants in this paper, an 
identification code is used that consists of the partici-
pant’s country of residence (China [CN] or Japan [JP]) 
and a unique, anonymised participant number within 
that country.

Results
Participants
A total of 71 women expressed interest in the study; prior 
to the interview, 5 participants from China and 1 par-
ticipant from Japan withdrew. A total of 65 women with 
uUTI completed the in-depth telephone interview: 40 
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(62%) from China and 25 (38%) from Japan. Participant 
demographics and clinical characteristics are summa-
rised in Fig. 1.

In the China group, most participants were 30–59 
years of age, 58% of participants were defined as hav-
ing experienced treatment failure, and 34% had experi-
enced more than two uUTI episodes in the past year. In 
the Japan group, there was a higher proportion of older 
participants (≥ 60 years of age) compared with Chinese 
participants, 32% were defined as having experienced 
treatment failure, and 44% had experienced more than 
two uUTI episodes in the past year. In both groups, the 
most commonly reported symptom was frequent urina-
tion (China, 98%; Japan, 80%).

Description of uUTI participant journey – China and Japan
Symptoms
Figure 2 depicts the journey of participants with uUTI in 
China and Japan, from initial symptoms through treat-
ment to outcome, and the participant emotions experi-
enced along the journey. Some participants described 
uUTIs as an invisible illness, with negative emotions 
experienced from the initial onset of symptoms.

‘Cystitis cannot be understood by other peo-
ple while patients may suffer and feel very down’ 
(JP10; Recurrent)

Participants described noticing the initial key uUTI-
related symptoms, such as urinary urgency, a burning 
sensation or pain during urination, lower abdominal 
pain, and dark cloudy urine with blood present. Some 
participants noted that their initial symptoms had the 
greatest impact on daily activities. In China, the major-
ity of participants had delayed seeking help, due to bar-
riers such as embarrassment and inconvenience, and 
tried to find alternative methods to reduce symptoms. 
Conversely, in Japan, around half of the participants had 
immediately sought help from a healthcare professional 
(HCP) and were encouraged to do so as they had easy 
access to a familiar clinic for treatment.

Initial contact with healthcare professionals
Approximately half of all participants had sought medi-
cal attention at symptom onset. The most common ini-
tial contact was with an internist (doctor who specialises 
in internal medicine), who was often the most local and 
convenient point of contact, and with whom participants 
were familiar and comfortable. Participants also reported 
that they may have visited a urologist (although they may 
have felt uncomfortable if the urologist was male), an out-
of-hours/emergency physician if they were in unbearable 
pain and wanted urgent treatment, or a gynaecologist, 

with the latter often reported as preferable to a urolo-
gist as participants felt they were more ‘female-focussed’. 
Reasons for participants delaying seeking medical atten-
tion included that they felt they couldn’t take time out of 
their day to visit a physician or they were able to resolve 
their uUTI with over the counter (OTC) medications. A 
pharmacist was often the first point of contact for many 
participants who delayed visiting a physician due to 
inconvenience or wishing to obtain OTC products. Most 
participants were neutral or positive around the initial 
consultation, but some also reported embarrassment.

‘I was embarrassed because he was a male doctor’ 
(JP04; Sporadic)

Diagnosis
Most participants received a urine dipstick test as stand-
ard and received confirmation of uUTI on the same day; 
participants reported this provided a feeling of relief to 
be able to proceed with antibiotics.

‘No matter how good a doctor is, the diagnosis pro-
cess is the same. You need a urine test and a blood 
test. The doctor judges your severity according to the 
infection index. The doctor asks you about your drug 
allergy and then prescribes the medicine’ (CN35; 
Recurrent & Treatment Failure)

In general, most participants did not consider uUTI to 
be a serious condition, but rather an unpleasant incon-
venience, and were confident that appropriate treat-
ments would resolve symptoms. In China, some doctors 
may choose to use traditional Chinese medicine to treat 
uUTI, although if prescribing antibiotics, a urine dipstick 
test will be performed.

Treatment
Participants were typically pleased to be prescribed an 
antibiotic and had high expectations for quick resolution 
of their symptoms with treatment. Participants assumed 
antibiotics were the only effective option for treating 
their uUTI and there appeared to be a general lack of 
awareness about the potential for antibiotic resistance. 
Participants in China were generally more aware of anti-
microbial resistance than those from Japan, where more 
education around appropriate use of antibiotics may be 
necessary.

Some participants felt the consultation with their phy-
sician was inadequate and that they would have liked 
more information about the condition and their treat-
ment, with some apportioning blame for their uUTI to 
their own health status.

‘I wish my doctor would have had explained more 
about my drug. Also, I have heard my cystitis was 
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caused by my stress and my reduced immune level, 
but the doctor did not advise me what to do not to 
have such illness again. I wish he would have had 
explained it’ (JP04; Sporadic)

When treatments failed, participants reported feeling 
worried and frustrated, and were often annoyed and con-
cerned at having to take further antibiotics.

‘It’s such a nuisance. I have to go to the clinic again 
and I have to go to the toilet frequently. The quality 
of my sleep is lowered. I tend to get more tired and 
feel irritated’ (JP19; Recurrent & Treatment Failure)

Emotional impact of uUTIs
In general, participants reported that the symptoms of 
uUTI affected multiple aspects of their life, including 
relationships, work and daily activities, and sleep. Some 
of the key negative emotions that participants associated 
with symptoms of uUTI are summarised in Table 1.

Impact on relationships
Generally speaking, findings from this analysis suggest 
that uUTIs were not openly discussed with partners, 
friends, or colleagues in China or Japan. Participants 
often felt increased irritability because of pain and were 
unable and unwilling to share their experience with oth-
ers. The need for frequent toilet visits resulted in the 
avoidance of social activities, leading to frustration, anxi-
ety, and embarrassment. Embarrassment was heightened 
in participants from both China and Japan, with a feeling 
of personal blame, particularly in those from Japan.

Participants described negative impacts on romantic 
relationships and intimacy related to symptoms of uUTI. 
Abstaining from sex, based on a doctor’s advice or symp-
toms, led to frustration and anxiety for some respond-
ents. Some participants also reported concerns about 
how their uUTI might affect their partner’s feelings or 
potential actions.

‘I was afraid the disease might affect the relationship 
between me and my husband. If we did not achieve 
harmony in sexual life, I was afraid my husband 
would not be faithful, or he might also dislike me, so 
that was my worry and horror’ (CN17; Recurrent & 
Treatment Failure)

Interference with work and daily activities
Participants reported that the pain and discomfort 
caused by uUTIs negatively impacted their work and 
daily activities, which was a source of frustration. 
Simple tasks took significantly longer due to distraction 
caused by pain and regular toilet breaks, which reduced 
work efficiency and resulted in high levels of stress 

among participants. The impact on normal routines, 
such as childcare, led to feelings of helplessness due 
to lack of control over aspects of their life, including 
bladder control and urinary urgency. The constant need 
to urinate had an emotional impact on participants: 
participants described struggling to pay attention in long 
meetings, and frequent toilet visits leading to feelings of 
embarrassment, frustration, and anxiety.

‘If my boss found out, he might think it affects my 
work efficiency. I was so afraid that I would leave 
a bad impression on him, I was also afraid of get-
ting fired. [in meetings] I had to use the diapers for 
adults because I could do nothing but hold my urine’ 
(CN17; Recurrent & Treatment Failure)

Difficulty in visiting the doctor for treatment was also 
reported to affect daily life. Participants found it difficult 
to take time off work to access treatment, particularly 
when this involved talking with a male manager.

Impact on sleep
Sleep disruption due to pain and getting up during the 
night reportedly resulted in tiredness, irritability, and 
lack of motivation, which subsequently led to an inabil-
ity to accomplish daily activities and a reduction in over-
all productivity for some participants. The impact on 
productivity caused feelings of frustration and helpless-
ness. Irritability due to lack of sleep was also reported 
to affect relationships with others and promoted social 
withdrawal.

‘My first struggle was sleep. When I had this disease, 
every evening I had to wake up too often and could 
not sleep the whole night. As a result, I was in a very 
bad mental status’ (CN09; Sporadic & Treatment 
Failure)

‘I could not sleep with my children so that my hus-
band slept with them – I was sleeping alone and 
went to the toilet many times. My husband did 
housework, too. I did not go out at all’ (JP15; Spo-
radic)

Emotions experienced by participants
Many participants who experienced recurrent uUTIs 
reported a sense of frustration. When symptoms 
emerged, they quickly recognised they were experiencing 
a uUTI and had an increased feeling of dread about what 
lay ahead. Those who suffered frequent uUTIs expressed 
fear that the problem would keep returning, and anxiety 
at the prospect of another infection being ‘just around the 
corner’. Many participants tried to resolve their infection 



Page 6 of 10Yun et al. BMC Women’s Health           (2024) 24:94 

by going straight to a pharmacist but were frequently 
disappointed with the lack of OTC medications available.

‘I bought [an antibiotic] in pharmacy during the lat-
est case but the drug didn’t take much effect. Then 
I went to a community hospital nearby my home, a 
doctor prescribed [an alternative antibiotic] for me 
and it was quite effective’ (CN16; Recurrent & Treat-
ment Failure)

Participants who experienced treatment failure expressed 
similar emotions to those with recurrent uUTIs, including 
a sense of disappointment and frustration that the situation 
was unresolved, as well as a prolonged fear of future uUTIs. 
Those with less experience with uUTIs felt more uncer-
tainty and confusion with symptoms initially, and a greater 
sense of surprise and relief on diagnosis.

Comparison of China and Japan
Participants’ overarching emotions were inward facing, 
typically snowballing to further negative emotions. Women 

in both China and Japan expressed similar emotions, 
including loneliness, dread, and guilt. However, women 
in Japan were more likely than those in China to express 
embarrassment and a feeling of personal blame. Across 
both countries, there was consistency in the life aspects 
that were disrupted, including relationships, daily activities, 
and sleep. However, women in Japan were less likely to 
discuss the impact their uUTIs had on intimacy than those 
in China. There was consistency in the uUTI journey, with 
local healthcare systems largely dictating the initial point of 
contact for women with uUTIs. Women in Japan reported 
going to local pharmacies and hospitals, whereas women 
in China reported seeing internists first, with few seeing a 
pharmacist unless they have had recurrent uUTIs.

Discussion
Key findings
In this qualitative, interview-based study of women in 
China and Japan who experienced uUTIs (including 
recurrent uUTIs) in the past year, participants 

Table 1  Overall emotional impact of uUTIs in China and Japan

CN China, JP Japan, uUTI Uncomplicated urinary tract infection

Impact on relationships
  • Anxiety/dread
  • Embarrassment
  • Loneliness and isolation

When experiencing uUTIs, there is a lot of associ-
ated dread and nervousness:
  • How bad will the symptoms be?
  • Will others notice high frequency of bathroom 

visits?
  • Will there be a bathroom at that location 

or on the long drive?
  • Due to stigma, feel they can’t talk about it 

with friends (or often partners), keep it as a secret
  • Don’t want to go out or be sociable as worry 

about needing bathroom

‘My bad mood also impacts my family members. They are worried 
about me and have to do chores which I did previously as I’m too 
depressed to do anything, so my family members are under pres-
sure. Then, my work is also affected. Frequent urination caused 
by uUTI and also by the large consumption of water during my 
treatment lowers my work efficiency’ CN25 (Recurrent)

‘When I’m going to another location or going out with someone, I 
cannot go to a toilet when I want to go there. This is very worrying. 
I can only think about the toilet. When I am working, I cannot 
concentrate. I get nervous about other people looking at me’ JP18 
(Sporadic) 

Impact on work and daily activities
  • Incompetence
  • Guilt/personal blame

  • Struggle to complete tasks and work to the usual 
standard, leading to frustration, anxiety

  • Less patience with family, e.g. helping children 
with homework 

  • Disappoint partner sexually, not interested 
in being intimate whilst in pain/discomfort

Many also feel personal responsibility for causing 
a uUTI, questioning what lifestyle choices impacted 
this (sometimes contributing to embarrassment)
  • Is it because I sit down at work all day, drink too 

much coffee?
  • Is it because I’m unhygienic?

‘I could not focus on my work. I was worried. My efficiency was 
quite low’ CN01 (Recurrent)

‘I have to rush to the toilet frequently because otherwise I would 
leak my urine and it makes me feel down. During my work in the 
sales division, I could not stay long enough for the business discus-
sion’ JP07 (Sporadic)

Impact on sleep
  • Exhaustion   • Due to lack of sleep, from the agonising pain/

discomfort of the uUTI
  • Significantly reduces participants’ moods 

and contributes to other emotional impacts, 
making them more irritable and lacking 
enthusiasm

‘My first struggle was sleep. When I had this disease, every evening 
I had to wake up too often and could not sleep the whole night. 
As a result, I was in a very bad mental status’ CN09 (Sporadic & 
Treatment Failure)

‘I was so worried, and I could not sleep in the night’ JP12 (Recur-
rent & Treatment Failure)
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Fig. 1  Participant demographics and clinical characteristics. uUTI, uncomplicated urinary tract infection
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described a range of emotions related to the burden of 
their symptoms and to their experiences of recurrent 
infection and treatment failure. Women described 
feelings of embarrassment, frustration, guilt, dread, and 
loneliness associated with symptoms that interfered with 
relationships, typical daily activities, and sleep, and they 
felt anxious at the possibility of recurring infections. 
Women who had had less experience with uUTIs felt 
more uncertainty and confusion around their symptoms, 
and had a greater sense of relief on diagnosis, suggesting 
the need for more information around symptoms and 
patient management of uUTIs.

Overall, this analysis paralleled other studies [13, 14] 
in which different participants with UTI experienced 
the same overarching emotions. However, some cultural 
differences in the type of emotions experienced by par-
ticipants from China and Japan compared with other 
populations (and each other) were evident. Embarrass-
ment was heightened in China and Japan, with a feeling 
of personal blame particularly highlighted by Japanese 
women. Women in Japan showed particular reluctance 
to discuss the impact of their uUTI on intimacy with 
the interviewer. With regards to the participant treat-
ment journey for a uUTI, we found that local healthcare 
systems dictated the first key contact at presentation; in 
both China and Japan, this initial point of healthcare con-
tact was rather variable, ranging from the local pharmacy 
to hospital. However, participants in Japan were more 
likely than participants in China to have a first point of 
contact at a clinic with which they had an existing famili-
arity, which may reflect the different models of the two 
countries’ healthcare systems.

Correlation with previous studies on participant 
experience with UTIs
This study is the first description of the emotional impact 
of uUTIs in women in China and Japan. However, pre-
vious qualitative, interview-based studies have evaluated 
the experiences of women with UTIs in other geographi-
cal locations. A study of 21 women in the United King-
dom presenting with UTI symptoms highlighted four 
key triggers for patients seeking a consultation with their 
general practitioner: (1) failure to alleviate symptoms 
through self-care; (2) symptom duration and escalation; 
(3) impairment of normal functioning and fulfilment 
of social roles; and (4) concerns that their illness may 
be more serious than a UTI [13]. Another study that 
explored patient expectations of secondary care assess-
ment and treatment for recurrent UTIs among women 
in the Netherlands showed that recurrent UTIs greatly 
affected participants’ daily lives [14]. Participants also 
expressed a desire for more information about their dis-
ease, reported fears regarding frequent antibiotic use and 
concerns that recurrent infections indicated something 
was wrong with their body, and expected their urologist 
to prescribe adequate therapy for their recurrent UTIs. 
A qualitative study involving semi-structured interviews 
with 20 Swedish women aged 67–96 years with recurrent 
UTIs identified two main themes: participants reported 
being in a state of manageable suffering (i.e. physical 
and psychological health problems, struggling to cope 
with the illness, and restrictions on daily activities) and 
depending on alleviation (i.e. access to relief and receiv-
ing inadequate care) [15]. Another qualitative, interview-
based study conducted among 65 women in the United 

Fig. 2  Flow chart depicting the journey of participants with uUTI in China and Japan. OTC, over the counter; uUTI, uncomplicated urinary tract 
infection
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States and Germany who experienced uUTIs described a 
range of emotions related to the burden of their symp-
toms, recurrent infections, and treatment failure. These 
women described feelings of frustration as symptoms 
interfered with daily life and relationships, and they felt 
hopeless and fearful in the context of recurrent infections 
[12]. These results mirror those presented here, with sim-
ilar impact on relationships and daily life. One study has 
previously shown that the emotional impact of uUTI may 
be lessened with appropriate prophylactic treatment for 
women with recurrent infections [16].

Study strengths and limitations
The strengths of this study included the qualitative 
interview design, which allowed us to understand the 
human experience with a uUTI diagnosis in China and 
Japan and may serve to promote dialogue between 
HCPs and patients regarding the emotional issues faced. 
The responses highlighted important emotional issues 
and expectations among patients concerning uUTIs. 
Addressing these concerns during the consultation with 
an HCP may help to improve patient management of 
uUTI.

There are a number of study limitations. Firstly, China 
and Japan are unique compared with each other, and 
more so when compared with non-Asian countries. As 
such, these findings are not globally generalisable; how-
ever, our study does highlight some specific issues faced 
by these two country cohorts. The fact that our study 
relied on participant recollection of episodes might also 
be considered a limitation; however, as we were assessing 
emotional impact and not clinical symptom resolution, 
this methodological approach was appropriate. Partici-
pants were drawn from a variety of settings in China and 
Japan but we acknowledge that they are not necessarily 
representative of all women experiencing uUTIs. Older 
participants > 60 years appear to be under-represented 
in our sample, which could be reflective of the recruit-
ment methods used, i.e. access to social media and access 
to referring physicians. We also cannot exclude a selec-
tion bias toward women with a higher symptom load and 
those who perceive a greater impact of uUTI on their 
quality of life. Furthermore, sociodemographic data (e.g. 
income, education, geographic location, urban/rural set-
ting) were not collected from participants, which makes 
it difficult to assess whether our findings are transferable 
to larger populations.

journey these participants often take from their initial 
symptoms to their interaction with an HCP. Emotions 
including embarrassment, loneliness, personal blame, 
and frustration were frequently reported by participants 
with uUTI. Our research thus highlights a need for bet-
ter understanding of the full impact of uUTI, be it acute 
or episodic, and the role of the physician in educating 
patients given they are often the only point of contact 
patients feel comfortable discussing their symptoms 
with. Patient education should focus on explaining the 
key aspects of the pathophysiology of uUTIs and empha-
sise that treatment failure lies with the infecting organ-
ism, not the patient, and that recurrent uUTIs can occur 
in the absence of underlying medical conditions. In 
patients with recurrent uUTIs, education on the disease 
area is key to ensure patients are empowered to man-
age their condition and feel able to speak about it with 
others.

Abbreviations
CN	� China
cUTI	� Complicated urinary tract infection
HCP	� Healthcare professional
JP	� Japan
OTC	� Over the counter
UTI	� Urinary tract infection
uUTI	� Uncomplicated urinary tract infection

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1186/​s12905-​023-​02675-8.

Additional file 1: Table S1. Text of structured interview, including 
instructions to moderator conducting interview.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the study participants for their involvement 
in the study. The authors also thank Margaret Henry, PhD, Susanna Libby, BSc, 
Joanna Thompson, BSc, and Francesca Trewartha, BSc, of Adelphi Research for 
their contributions to data acquisition and analysis, and Jarod Ricci of GSK for 
his support in data acquisition and helpful comments on the manuscript. Edi-
torial support was provided by Rosie Robson, MSc, and Natasha Tracey, PhD, of 
Ashfield MedComms (Macclesfield, United Kingdom), an Inizio company, and 
was funded by GSK.

Authors’ contributions
ZY, DP, and JM were involved in the data analysis. AM was involved in the 
study design, data acquisition, and data analysis. All authors critically revised 
the article and provided approval of the final version to be submitted.

Funding
This study was part of a patient insight effort funded by GSK, who participated 
in the design of the study and analysis of data, and funded the Open Access 
fee for publication of this article.

Availability of data and materials
The datasets generated during and/or analysed during the current study are 
not publicly available due to participant confidentiality. Anonymised datasets 
used and/or analysed during the current study are available from the cor-
responding authors on reasonable request.

Conclusions
Our analysis highlights the profound emotional impact 
of uUTIs in women in China and Japan, as well as the 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-023-02675-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-023-02675-8


Page 10 of 10Yun et al. BMC Women’s Health           (2024) 24:94 

•
 
fast, convenient online submission

 •
  

thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

• 
 
rapid publication on acceptance

• 
 
support for research data, including large and complex data types

•
  

gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations 

 
maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year •

  At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions

Ready to submit your researchReady to submit your research  ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: ?  Choose BMC and benefit from: 

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
Participants confirmed their voluntary consent to participate and supplied 
informed consent in written format. Participants confirmed their understand-
ing that findings from the interview may be published in an anonymised for-
mat. This study was non-clinical and was for participant insight purposes only. 
IRB approval was not required nor sought for participants in China or Japan, 
per the guidance of the Chinese 2016 Ethics Approval of Biomedical Research 
That Involves Human Subjects (National Health Commission; available from: 
http://​www.​nhc.​gov.​cn/​fzs/​s3576/​201610/​84b33​b81d8​e747e​aaf04​8f68b​174f8​
29.​shtml) and the Japanese 2021 Ethical Guidelines for Human Life Sciences 
and Medical Research (Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare, the Ministry 
of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology, and the Ministry of 
Economy, Trade and Industry; available from: https://​www.​mhlw.​go.​jp/​conte​
nt/​00076​9923.​pdf ) and the study did not meet the requirements for needing 
ethical approval. Respondents were not classified as vulnerable, nor would 
participation induce undue psychological stress or anxiety.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
ZY has no conflict of interest to report. DP and AM are employees of and 
shareholders in GSK. JM has no conflict of interest to report.

Author details
1 Department of Gynecology and Obstetrics, Peking University People’s Hos-
pital, Beijing, China. 2 GSK, Brentford, Middlesex, UK. 3 Department of Urology, 
School of Medicine, International University of Health and Welfare, Narita, 
Japan. 

References
	1.	 Medina M, Castillo-Pino E. An introduction to the epidemiology and 

burden of urinary tract infections. Ther Adv Urol. 2019;11:3–7.
	2.	 Flores-Mireles AL, Walker JN, Caparon M, Hultgren SJ. Urinary tract 

infections: epidemiology, mechanisms of infection and treatment 
options. Nat Rev Microbiol. 2015;13:269–84.

	3.	 Kornfält Isberg H, Hedin K, Melander E, Mölstad S, Beckman A. 
Uncomplicated urinary tract infection in primary health care: 
presentation and clinical outcome. Infect Dis (Lond). 2021;53:94–101.

	4.	 Kronenberg A, Bütikofer L, Odutayo A, Mühlemann K, da Costa BR, 
Battaglia M, et al. Symptomatic treatment of uncomplicated lower 
urinary tract infections in the ambulatory setting: randomised, double 
blind trial. BMJ. 2017;359:j4784.

	5.	 Kot B. Antibiotic resistance among uropathogenic Escherichia coli. Pol J 
Microbiol. 2019;68:403–15.

	6.	 Tan CW, Chlebicki MP. Urinary tract infections in adults. Singapore Med J. 
2016;57:485–90.

	7.	 Klingeberg A, Noll I, Willrich N, Feig M, Emrich D, Zill E, et al. Antibiotic-
resistant E. coli in uncomplicated community-acquired urinary tract 
infection. Dtsch Arztebl Int. 2018;115:494–500.

	8.	 Sugianli AK, Ginting F, Parwati I, de Jong MD, van Leth F, Schultsz C. 
Antimicrobial resistance among uropathogens in the Asia-Pacific region: 
a systematic review. JAC Antimicrob Resist. 2021;3:dlab003.

	9.	 Gupta K, Trautner BW. Diagnosis and management of recurrent urinary 
tract infections in non-pregnant women. BMJ. 2013;346:f3140.

	10.	 Engel GL. The need for a new medical model: a challenge for 
biomedicine. Science. 1977;196:129–36.

	11.	 Moskowitz D, Lee U. Patient distress in women with recurrent urinary 
tract infections: how can physicians better meet patients needs? Curr 
Urol Rep. 2018;19:97.

	12.	 Grigoryan L, Mulgirigama A, Powell M, Schmiemann G. The emotional 
impact of urinary tract infections in women: a qualitative analysis. BMC 
Women’s Health. 2022;22:182.

	13.	 Leydon GM, Turner S, Smith H, Little P. The journey from self-care to GP 
care: a qualitative interview study of women presenting with symptoms 
of urinary tract infection. Br J Gen Pract. 2009;59:e219–25.

	14.	 Pat JJ, Aart TVD, Steffens MG, Witte LPW, Blanker MH. Assessment and 
treatment of recurrent urinary tract infections in women: development 
of a questionnaire based on a qualitative study of patient expectations in 
secondary care. BMC Urol. 2020;20:190.

	15.	 Eriksson I, Olofsson B, Gustafson Y, Fagerström L. Older women’s 
experiences of suffering from urinary tract infections. J Clin Nurs. 
2014;23:1385–94.

	16.	 Renard J, Ballarini S, Mascarenhas T, Zahran M, Quimper E, Choucair J, 
Iselin CE. Recurrent lower urinary tract infections have a detrimental 
effect on patient quality of life: a prospective, observational study. Infect 
Dis Ther. 2014;4:125–35.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.

http://www.nhc.gov.cn/fzs/s3576/201610/84b33b81d8e747eaaf048f68b174f829.shtml
http://www.nhc.gov.cn/fzs/s3576/201610/84b33b81d8e747eaaf048f68b174f829.shtml
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/content/000769923.pdf
https://www.mhlw.go.jp/content/000769923.pdf

	The emotional impact of uncomplicated urinary tract infections in women in China and Japan: a qualitative study
	Abstract 
	Background 
	Methods 
	Results 
	Conclusions 

	Background
	Methods
	Study design
	Participants
	Data collection interview
	Data analysis

	Results
	Participants
	Description of uUTI participant journey – China and Japan
	Symptoms
	Initial contact with healthcare professionals
	Diagnosis
	Treatment

	Emotional impact of uUTIs
	Impact on relationships
	Interference with work and daily activities
	Impact on sleep

	Emotions experienced by participants
	Comparison of China and Japan

	Discussion
	Key findings
	Correlation with previous studies on participant experience with UTIs
	Study strengths and limitations

	Conclusions
	Acknowledgements
	References


