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7Urinary Incontinence

A word about incontinence

When you’re continent, you have control over your urine.  
You feel the need to urinate, and you can “hold it” until 
you get to a bathroom.  When you’re incontinent, you may 
urinate when you don’t want to.  You may not even feel the 
need to urinate.  You may also leak urine and not know it.

Urine is made in your kidneys from the body’s liquid 
waste.  It moves through tubes (ureters) to the bladder 
(a muscular sac).  It is stored here until you are ready to 
urinate.  This is done through a tube called the urethra.  

The urethral sphincter is supported by the pelvic floor 
muscles (the muscles at the bottom of your pelvis).  These 
muscles also support the bladder.  To urinate, your bladder 
contracts and the urethral sphincter relaxes.  Incontinence 
happens when the urethral sphincter is not working right.   
It can also happen when the bladder has trouble storing 
(holding) urine.

Continued on next page.
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8Urinary Incontinence

a word about incontinence page 2

When your urethral sphincter isn’t working right, you 
have a problem emptying urine.  When the bladder isn’t 
working right, you have a problem storing urine.
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Ask your nurse 
to give you more 
information  
about the type  
of incontinence 
you have.

Continued on next page.
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There are 4 main types of incontinence:

  stress storage problem

 urge  storage problem

 total storage problem

 overflow emptying problem
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a word about incontinence page 3

You can manage it
Incontinence does not have to make you feel 

embarrassed or out of control.  You can manage it.  The  
tips and advice you will get from your doctor and nurse(s) 
will make a world of difference.  

Getting used to the devices and techniques you must 
use may be a little hard at first.  But you can adjust to these 
rather quickly.  Once you begin making changes, they soon 
become routine, and you can focus on other aspects of  
your life.

Options
There are other options, like medicines or surgery, for 

some people with incontinence.  Talk with your doctor or 
nurse about these.  Make a list of any questions you have, 
and take it with you to your next visit.

Questions for your doctor or nurse:  
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Stress incontinence
 
This is when urine leaks because of sudden pressure on  
your bladder.  It can happen when you laugh, cry, sneeze or 
cough.  It can also happen when you get up from a chair or 
lift something heavy.  Stress incontinence is more common 
among women than men.

Stress incontinence most often happens because your 
pelvic floor muscles are weak or your urethral sphincter is 
not working right.  This weakness may be due to:

• giving birth

• surgery in the pelvic area

• nerve damage from an  
injury or stroke
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11Urinary Incontinence

Urge incontinence
 
This is when the urge to urinate comes on so fast that you 
don’t have time to get to a toilet.  The bladder empties 
“without your permission.”

Urge incontinence may be caused by an infection in the 
kidneys or bladder.  It may happen when you see, hear or 
feel running water.  It is most common among older people.
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12Urinary Incontinence

Overflow incontinence
 
This is when you leak or drip urine.  Your bladder becomes 
too full and starts to “overflow.”  You may also:

• have to get up often during the  
night to go to the bathroom

• feel like your bladder is always full,  
but you can’t empty it all the way  

• have to “push” and strain to urinate

Overflow incontinence often happens  
when something (like an enlarged prostate) 
 blocks the flow of urine.  It can also  
be caused by diabetes, tumors,  
kidney stones and some  
medicines.  It is more  
common in men  
than women.  
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13Urinary Incontinence

Total incontinence
 
This is when you have no control over 
the flow of urine.  Your bladder can’t 
hold urine.  When it’s full, it empties  
all at once.  You will continue  
to wet yourself.

This may be caused by:

• a spinal cord injury

• a stroke

• a disease of the central  
nervous system

• some surgeries

• childbirth
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Urinary tract infections
 
Sometimes germs travel into  
the urinary tract and infect  
the urethra, bladder, ureters  
or kidneys.  This can cause a 
urinary tract infection (UTI).

The most common  
signs of a UTI are:

• feeling the need to urinate 
all the time

• burning pain when you 
urinate

• foul-smelling urine

• dark, cloudy urine

• blood in your urine

• bladder spasms

 These often happen when 
you urinate and can be pain-
ful.  Ask your doctor or nurse 
about medicines  
for these.

• fever

If you have any of these signs,  
tell your nurse right away.  
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urinary tract infections page 2

Your chances of getting a UTI increase if you:

• have diabetes

• insert and remove a catheter often

• have trouble emptying your  
 bladder completely 

There are some things you can  
do to help avoid getting a UTI:

• Drink plenty of fluids each day. 
Ask your nurse how much.

• Empty your bladder before  
and after sex.

• Clean your genital area well  
each day.  Ask your nurse  
for information on  
how to do this.

• After using the bathroom,  
wipe from front to back.

• Don’t “hold” your urine.   
Empty your bladder as  
soon as you feel  
the need to.
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16Urinary Incontinence

Nutrition 
 
Some foods and drinks can irritate your bladder  
and make it harder to control your urine.  

You may want to avoid:

• drinks with caffeine  
(coffee, tea, cola)

• alcohol

• some fruits and fruit 
juices such as orange, 
grapefruit, grape, lemon, 
lime, mango and pine-
apple 

• tomatoes, tomato juice,  
tomato-based sauces

• spicy foods

• dairy products

• candy, chocolate and  
other sweets with sugar  
or artificial sweeteners

Ask your nurse about these and  
any other foods and drinks you should avoid.   
Write down what he or she tells you here:
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Hydration
 
Incontinence can be very frustrating.  You may think that by 
drinking less fluid or none at all you can control your leaking.  
This is a mistake.

Your body needs plenty of fluid every day to stay 
healthy.  Most people need about 6 to 8, 8-ounce glasses  
of fluid a day.  The right amount for you depends on your:

• body temperature

• body size

• amount of activity

• salt intake

Ask your nurse how  
much you need each day.  

I should drink ____________  
    ounces of fluid each day.
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Your nurse will give you a chart  
to help you keep track of the fluids  
going in and out of your body.

 AS, 33-34 and RK, 43
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Tips for comfort
 
Here are a few things you can do to manage incontinence 
and make your life a lot easier:

• Make sure that your path to the 
bathroom is short and clear.

• Wear clothes that you can remove  
fast and easily (especially if you have 
arthritis).  Wide skirts and pants with 
Velcro® fasteners and elastic waistbands 
are best.

• If it is hard to get up from  
or down to the toilet, buy  
a raised toilet seat.  Install  
grab bars to help you sit  
and stand.

• Avoid foods and drinks that  
irritate your bladder.  Ask your  
nurse for information on these.

• Keep track of when you use the bathroom.   
(Ask your nurse for a chart to write down  
these times.)  Try to go at the same times  
each day and night.  It will be easier to  
manage your bathroom visits.

• Try to go to the bathroom  
on a regular basis (every 2  
hours or so), not just when  
you feel the need to.  
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tips for comfort            page 2

• Empty your bladder first  
thing each morning.

• Put plastic sheets or pads  
under your bed sheets and  
over furniture to prevent stains.

• Do not drink liquids within  
three hours of bedtime.   
Empty your bladder just  
before you go to bed. 

• When you go out, empty your  
bladder before you leave home.   
When you arrive at a restaurant, 
 mall, friend’s home, etc., find  
out where the restroom is.

• Keep your genital area clean and  
dry to prevent infections and avoid 
odor problems.  Change your  
underpants daily and when  
they are wet or dirty.

• Avoid bubble baths, bath oils  
or feminine sprays (deodorants).   
These can irritate your genital area.

• Wear cotton underpants.   
They absorb better and help  
your genital area “breathe.”
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tips for comfort page 3

• Don’t hold your urine for too  
long—this can make your  
incontinence worse.  

• Don’t strain or push hard when  
you are trying to urinate.  Take  
your time, and try to relax.

• Drink plenty of fluids.  Don’t  
decrease the amount you drink  
to try to avoid accidents.   
Your body needs fluids.

• Wear warm clothing in  
colder weather to avoid  
colds or infection.  
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