
why do you have to cough during a
prostate exam

why do you have to cough during a prostate exam is a question that many men may
find puzzling when undergoing this routine medical procedure. The prostate exam, often
performed using a digital rectal examination (DRE), is a critical screening tool for detecting
prostate abnormalities, including prostate cancer. During the exam, doctors may instruct
patients to cough, which can seem unusual or uncomfortable. Understanding the
physiological and medical reasons behind this instruction provides clarity and helps reduce
anxiety. This article explores why coughing is necessary during a prostate exam, the
underlying anatomy and reflexes involved, and how it aids in obtaining accurate diagnostic
information. Additionally, common questions related to the procedure, patient comfort, and
what to expect will be addressed here in detail.
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Understanding the Prostate Exam
The prostate exam is an essential part of men's health screening, particularly for those over
the age of 50 or with risk factors for prostate disease. The most common method used is
the digital rectal exam (DRE), where a healthcare provider inserts a lubricated, gloved
finger into the rectum to palpate the prostate gland. This exam helps detect abnormalities
such as enlargement, nodules, or tenderness, which could indicate conditions like benign
prostatic hyperplasia, prostatitis, or prostate cancer.

Purpose of the Prostate Exam
The primary goal of the prostate exam is early detection of prostate disease. Early
diagnosis significantly improves treatment outcomes and survival rates, especially in
prostate cancer cases. The exam complements other diagnostic tools such as prostate-
specific antigen (PSA) blood tests and imaging studies.



Procedure Overview
During the DRE, the patient typically bends forward or lies on their side while the doctor
performs the examination. The process lasts only a few minutes and is generally safe.
Despite the brief duration, certain reflexes and responses, including coughing, may be
elicited to aid the examination.

The Role of Coughing During a Prostate Exam
Coughing during a prostate exam is not arbitrary; it serves a specific clinical purpose. When
instructed to cough, the patient activates intra-abdominal pressure, which in turn affects
the pelvic floor muscles and the prostate gland. This maneuver helps the examiner better
assess the prostate’s size, position, and any abnormal protrusions or bulges.

How Coughing Enhances Prostate Palpation
When a patient coughs, the sudden increase in abdominal pressure causes the prostate to
move slightly or become more pronounced against the rectal wall. This makes it easier for
the examiner to detect irregularities such as suspicious nodules or areas of firmness. The
movement can help distinguish between normal prostate tissue and pathological changes.

Cough Reflex and Prostate Examination
The cough reflex is an involuntary protective mechanism that clears the respiratory tract.
During the prostate exam, voluntary coughing is used strategically to engage muscles that
indirectly affect the prostate. This interaction between respiratory and pelvic muscles
facilitates a more thorough and accurate physical assessment.

Physiological Mechanisms Behind Coughing and
Prostate Examination
The connection between coughing and prostate examination is rooted in human anatomy
and physiology. The pelvic floor muscles, abdominal cavity, and respiratory system work
together when a person coughs, influencing the prostate gland’s position and palpability.

Pelvic Floor and Intra-abdominal Pressure
Coughing increases intra-abdominal pressure by contracting the diaphragm and abdominal
muscles. This pressure is transmitted to the pelvic floor muscles, which support the
bladder, rectum, and prostate. The increased pressure causes the prostate to press against
the rectal wall, making it more accessible for palpation.



Neurological Reflexes Involved
The coordination of coughing involves neurological pathways that also influence pelvic
organ function. Sensory nerves in the rectum and prostate may respond to mechanical
stimulation enhanced by coughing, providing additional feedback to the examiner about
tissue texture and sensitivity.

Why Coughing May Trigger Other Reflexes
Sometimes, coughing during the exam can provoke reflexes such as the cremasteric reflex
or slight abdominal muscle contractions, which assist in stabilizing the pelvic region. These
reflexes can improve the accuracy of the exam by reducing movement artifacts and
allowing more precise palpation.

Benefits of Coughing During the Exam
Incorporating coughing into the prostate exam offers several diagnostic and practical
advantages. It enhances the examiner’s ability to detect abnormalities and can improve
patient safety and comfort when performed correctly.

Improved Detection of Prostate Abnormalities
Coughing can help highlight irregularities such as:

Prostate enlargement

Hard or irregular nodules

Areas of tenderness or inflammation

Protrusion of the prostate into the rectal lumen

This improved detection is crucial for diagnosing conditions like benign prostatic
hyperplasia or early-stage prostate cancer.

Facilitation of Hernia Detection
In some cases, coughing during a prostate exam also allows the examiner to detect inguinal
or femoral hernias, as the increased intra-abdominal pressure can reveal bulges in the groin
area. This dual utility increases the exam’s clinical value.



Enhancing Patient Cooperation and Exam Efficiency
Asking patients to cough provides a simple, non-invasive way to assist the examiner. It
encourages patient participation and can reduce the need for more invasive or
uncomfortable assessments.

Patient Experience and Common Concerns
Many patients feel anxious about the prostate exam and the instruction to cough during the
procedure. Understanding what to expect can alleviate concerns and improve cooperation.

Addressing Discomfort and Anxiety
The instruction to cough may cause some embarrassment or nervousness. Healthcare
providers typically explain the reason to reassure patients. The coughing itself is brief and
should not cause pain. Open communication helps build trust and reduces stress.

Tips for Patients During the Exam
Patients can prepare for this part of the exam by:

Relaxing the pelvic muscles as much as possible.1.

Following the healthcare provider’s instructions carefully.2.

Reporting any pain or unusual sensations immediately.3.

Understanding that coughing is a normal and helpful part of the exam.4.

When to Consult a Doctor About Symptoms
If patients experience persistent urinary symptoms, pain, or other concerns, they should
discuss these with their healthcare provider. The prostate exam, including coughing
maneuvers, is one aspect of a comprehensive evaluation.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do doctors ask you to cough during a prostate
exam?
Doctors may ask you to cough during a prostate exam to help them better feel the prostate



gland. The pressure from coughing can make the prostate more prominent, allowing the
doctor to detect abnormalities more easily.

Is coughing necessary during every prostate exam?
No, coughing is not necessary during every prostate exam. It is sometimes requested to
improve the doctor's ability to assess the prostate, especially if they need to feel for certain
irregularities or hernias.

How does coughing help in a prostate exam?
Coughing increases abdominal pressure, which pushes the prostate gland slightly and can
help the doctor feel its size, shape, and any lumps or irregularities more clearly through the
rectal wall.

Can coughing during a prostate exam cause discomfort?
Coughing might cause slight discomfort during a prostate exam because it increases
pressure in the pelvic area, but it is generally brief and not harmful.

What should I do if coughing during the prostate exam
feels painful?
If coughing causes pain during the exam, inform your doctor immediately. They can adjust
their technique or explain what to expect to minimize discomfort.

Does coughing during a prostate exam help detect
hernias?
Yes, coughing can help the doctor detect inguinal hernias during a prostate exam.
Increased abdominal pressure from coughing can make a hernia more noticeable.

Is coughing during a prostate exam a standard
procedure?
Coughing during a prostate exam is a common technique but not a mandatory standard. Its
use depends on the doctor's preference and the patient's specific situation.

Can coughing affect the results of a prostate exam?
Coughing can assist in making the prostate more palpable, potentially improving the
accuracy of the exam. However, the overall results depend on multiple factors including the
doctor's skill and the patient's anatomy.

Should I prepare in any way for coughing during a



prostate exam?
No special preparation is needed for coughing during a prostate exam. Just follow your
doctor's instructions during the procedure to ensure the exam is as effective and
comfortable as possible.

Additional Resources
1. The Science Behind Prostate Exams: Understanding the Reflexes and Responses
This book explores the physiological reasons why certain reflexes, such as coughing, may
occur during a prostate exam. It delves into the anatomy of the pelvic region and explains
how nerve pathways can trigger involuntary reactions. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of the body's responses during medical procedures.

2. Prostate Health and Patient Reactions: A Medical Guide
Focusing on prostate health, this guide addresses common patient experiences during
exams, including why coughing might happen. It combines clinical insights with patient
stories to clarify how the body reacts to prostate stimulation. The book also offers tips for
easing discomfort during the exam.

3. Reflex Actions in Medicine: Why We Cough and Other Involuntary Responses
This text investigates various reflex actions triggered during medical examinations, with a
chapter dedicated to prostate exams. It explains the neurological basis for coughing and
other involuntary responses, helping readers understand the body's complex signaling
system. Medical students and curious readers will find this book informative.

4. Understanding the Prostate Exam: What to Expect and Why
Intended for patients, this book demystifies the prostate exam process and addresses
common questions, including why coughing may occur. It provides a clear explanation of
the exam steps and the body's natural reactions. The approachable language helps reduce
anxiety and prepare individuals for the procedure.

5. The Nervous System and Prostate Exams: Exploring the Cough Reflex
This specialized book examines the interplay between the nervous system and prostate
exams. It highlights how the cough reflex can be inadvertently triggered during the
procedure due to shared nerve pathways. The scientific discussion is accessible to both
healthcare professionals and interested laypersons.

6. Prostate Exam Insights: Patient Comfort and Physiological Responses
Covering best practices for prostate exams, this book also investigates why patients might
cough or exhibit other involuntary actions. It combines medical research with practical
advice for clinicians to improve patient comfort. The book emphasizes communication and
understanding of physiological responses.

7. Coughing During Medical Exams: Causes and Clinical Significance
This book provides a broad overview of coughing triggered during various medical exams,
including prostate evaluations. It discusses the reflex mechanisms and potential clinical
implications of coughing in these contexts. The content is valuable for both healthcare
providers and patients seeking to understand these reactions.



8. Pelvic Reflexes and Diagnostic Procedures: A Comprehensive Review
Focusing on reflexes affecting the pelvic area, this comprehensive review includes an
analysis of why coughing may occur during prostate exams. It presents detailed anatomical
and physiological information to clarify these involuntary responses. The book is suitable for
medical students and professionals.

9. Patient Experiences in Prostate Exams: Understanding Involuntary Responses
This collection of patient narratives and expert commentary sheds light on the involuntary
responses, such as coughing, experienced during prostate exams. It offers empathetic
insights into why these reactions happen and how they impact patient comfort. The book
encourages open dialogue between patients and healthcare providers.
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