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Water retention causes, symptoms, and
treatments

You've probably read that the human body contains around 70% water, and
we all know that drinking enough of the good stuff is great for our health.
But if your body is retaining excess water or fluid, it can result in
uncomfortable symptoms and may be a sign of an underlying medical
condition.

Water retention or fluid retention (oedema) occurs when excess fluid builds
up within the body. This can cause swelling, which often occurs in the feet,
ankles and legs. You might also notice swelling in the hands - perhaps
meaning that rings no longer fit. Other symptoms include weight gain and
a slight ‘denting’ on the flesh when pressure is applied.

Whilst uncomfortable, water retention is not necessarily a sign of anything
serious - causes include inactivity and poor diet and the normal hormonal
changes that occur before a monthly period.

However, sometimes water retention can be a sign of a more significant
iliness, particularly if it's severe or comes on very suddenly.

Water retention symptoms

Other conditions may sometimes be mistaken for fluid retention or water
retention. These include lymphoedema and lipoedema. Lymphoedema is
caused by abnormal lymphatic drainage, and can run in families. It's also
often seen in one limb after cancer surgery (where lymph nodes have been
removed) or radiotherapy for cancer. Lipoedema is a an abnormal build-
up of fat cells and mainly affects women. Unlike fluid retention and
lymphoedema, lipoedema doesn't result in a dent in the skin when you
press your finger into the flesh.
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Occasionally swelling in the lower limbs may be caused by a complication
of varicose veins. These veins can sometimes cause changes in small
blood vessels, leading to inflammation and swelling. If you suffer from
varicose veins and begin to experience swelling, it's best to visit your GP
who can determine the cause.

Another condition that may sometimes be mistaken for water retention is
angio-oedema. However, in this condition, swelling is most likely to occur in
the eyelids, around the mouth, in the genitals or on the hands and feet.
Often this occurs as a result of an autoimmune condition such as lupus, or
an allergic reaction, but in many cases no cause is ever found.

Finally, lower leg swelling can be a symptom of deep vein thrombosis (DVT).
Risk factors for DVT include prolonged immobility, pregnancy, cancer or
heart failure. If swelling is localised in one area, accompanied by pain and
tenderness, or your calf becomes red and feels warmer than usual, it's
important to see your doctor or seek medical advice.

So what's causing my water retention?

If you are suffering from water retention, there could be a number of factors
at play.

Poor diet
One of the main causes of water retention is poor diet - both excess
sodium levels and excess sugar can lead to water retention.

‘Eating too much salt can cause water retention because your body needs
to hold on to water to dilute it,” explains GP and weight loss adviser Dr Julie
Coffey.

Excess insulin
‘In addition, water retention can be caused by excess insulin in the system,
which can cause salt and water to build up in the kidneys."

This may be a sign of type 2 diabetes, but can also occur as a result of poor
diet.
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"Eating too much sugar or refined carbohydrates can lead to excess insulin
in the system, but it's also important to look at the period of time during
which we consume our food," Coffey reveals.

"Many people consume food and snacks over an extended period - over 12
hours in a 24-hour day - which can mean your system is releasing insulin
nearly the whole time. It's a good idea to keep your eating at least within a
12-hour window to give your system a break.”

Lack of movement
A sedentary lifestyle can also play a part.

"When we move, the muscles in our legs pump the fluid back to our heart;
and if that's not happening it can be a contributing factor,” explains Coffey.

Simply doing some gentle exercise can be effective in reducing fluid build-
up in some areas.

Being overweight
Excess weight can also cause water retention, according to Coffey.

"Being overweight can affect your circulation, as excess body fat may put
pressure on your veins."

Pregnancy

Pregnancy may also lead to the symptoms of water retention, particularly
in the feet and ankles. Usually, this swelling comes on gradually and is a
normal side-effect of being pregnant, as the body relaxes to
accommodate the baby.

However, if swelling comes on quickly, is accompanied by headaches or
vomiting or you feel generally unwell, see your GP as this may be a sign of
pre-eclampsia.

Medication
Water retention within the body may also be caused by certain
medications - in particular:

e Medications used to lower blood pressure.

e Pioglitazone used to treat type 2 diabetes.
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If you are concerned, check the listed side-effects on any medication you
take, and speak with your GP about options.

Underlying medical problems

Less frequently, water retention may be caused by heart problems,
including heart failure, which is more commonly seen in middle-aged and
older people. Rarely, fluid retention or water retention may be a sign of
problems with the liver or kidneys.

When should | see my GP for water retention?

If your water retention has come on suddenly, or if you have one-sided
swelling, or you have other symptoms that are causing you concern, it's
important to see your GP, particularly if you're over 40 or pregnant.

"However, if you're a bit younger and you're not particularly worried about
your health, but know your lifestyle isn't ideal, it's worth looking at other
factors first,” advises Coffey.

Reducing your intake of salt and sugar and stepping up the exercise should
also help to keep the problem at bay.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Water retention causes, symptoms, and treatments and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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