
FACT SHEET 4

Dealing with Incontinence 

Introduction

Getting help

Older people are more likely 
to develop bladder or bowel 
incontinence but are less 
likely to seek help because of 
embarrassment or a lack of insight 
into how much of a problem it has 
become. However, it is important 
to remember when caring for an 
older person that incontinence is not 
‘normal’ or ‘inevitable’. Options for 
preventing, treating, managing and 
curing incontinence are available, 
so it is very important that you seek 
professional help sooner rather than 
later. 

Incontinence can have both 
physical and psychological effects 
including damage to skin, urinary 
tract infections, avoidance of going 

far from home and a feeling of 
alienation. 

It is not always easy to care for a 
person with incontinence. Many 
carers find it to be one of the most 
difficult aspects of caring. It can be 
unpredictable, add dramatically to 
your workload and it can also be very 
costly as laundry bills will rise. It can 
also have an emotional impact as 
you may need to overcome your own 
feelings of embarrassment to carry 
out what are very intimate tasks.

Feeling angry, frustrated and not 
being able to cope are all feelings 
many carers have but the right 
advice and support from a health 
professional may make it more 
manageable for you. 

The first step required to effectively 
manage a person’s incontinence is a 
continence assessment carried out by 
a professional. Encourage the person 
that you are caring for to contact their 
GP or with their permission contact 
them yourself. 

A continence assessment helps 
identify the type and causes of the 
problems being experienced and 

will assist the continence adviser 
to ensure that treatment is tailored 
to their particular needs. There 
are a number of different types of 
incontinence and they can each be 
managed differently. 

The continence service is 
predominately a treatment service and 
pads are only offered as a last resort if 
treatment has failed.  



Urinary incontinence:
• If the problem has come on 

suddenly, contact the doctor to 
make sure it is not an infection. They 
may also be experiencing pain when 
they pass urine and their urine may 
be very strong smelling. Make sure 
the person is drinking adequate 
amounts of fluid – approximately 
1500 to 2000mls spread evenly 
throughout the day.

• If they are constipated, speak to 
the doctor about different treatment 
options, as constipation can impact 
bladder control.

• Encourage them to use a 
continence pad for comfort and 
security. Avoid buying sanitary 
towels as they are not designed to 
keep the skin dry, aim for a pad that 
is specifically designed for bladder 
leakage. These can be purchased 
at chemists and supermarkets. 
To keep costs down, buy a 
supermarket’s own brand as their 
pads are made by the pad company 
but repackaged for the supermarket.  
If the person is incontinent during 
the night, bed pads can also be 
purchased from supermarkets or 
larger chemists.

• Try not to buy too many. Only buy 

what you think you will need until 
the continence assessment has 
been carried out. 

Bowel Incontinence

Bowel incontinence is much more 
common than most people realise. 
This is possibly because many people 
are unwilling to discuss the condition 
with family and friends. It can severely 
affect a person’s quality of life, self-
esteem and emotional wellbeing. It 
can be extremely upsetting and hard 
to cope with, but effective treatments 
are available and a cure possible, so 
make sure you contact the doctor.

The loss of bowel control may be 
due to diarrhoea (the cause of the 
diarrhoea could be food poisoning 
or certain kinds of medicine such as 
antibiotics). If it persists for more than 
24 hours contact the doctor.

It can also be due to constipation 
in which case you should speak to 
the doctor about different treatment 
options.

Make sure that the person you are 
caring for is carrying out a good 
skin regime.  It may be that they 
are not able to do this without your 
assistance. 

Advice about skin care can be found 
on Factsheet 5. 

My useful contacts:

Whilst you are waiting for the assessment, there are some 
things which you can do to help you both cope.


