ARTHRITIS-AND
AND BOWEL

BLADDER

Incontinence is a common
condition that can be treated,
better managed, and sometimes
cured. Many people with arthritis
may find it affects their bladder
and bowel control.

Incontinence is a loss of bladder or bowel control
that leads to wee (urine) leaking from the bladder
or poo (bowel motions) from the bowel.

How does arthritis affect bladder and
bowel health?

While arthritis does not directly affect the loss of
bladder and bowel control, the pain and stiffness in
your joints and being unable to move freely does.

Stiffness and less movement in your joints

You may have trouble getting to the toilet in time
and accidentally leak because you cannot move
easily, or you move more slowly. This is called
functional incontinence.

Even if you do make it to the toilet in time, stiffness
in your hands and wrists can make it difficult to
adjust your clothes, lift the toilet seat and flush the
toilet. Stiffness in your legs and hips can also make
it hard to get on and off the toilet.

People with arthritis may become constipated.
This could be because they are not as active as
they used to be, or they are drinking less to try to
control their bladder.

If you are less active because of your arthritis, you
can lose strength. This can also affect how well
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your bowel (or colon) moves food through it, which
in turn can make it difficult to poo (pass bowel
motions) regularly. This can lead to constipation,
where you have trouble passing small, hard poo.

Pain in your joints

Arthritis can lead to pain which can make it difficult
to use the toilet. For example, pain in the hips and
back can make it difficult and painful to sit on the
toilet, or pain in the shoulder and wrist can give you
trouble when wiping yourself after using the toilet.

Medications that can affect your bladder and
bowel control

You may be taking medicines to help manage
the symptoms of arthritis. Side effects may be
constipation.

To manage constipation, make sure that you have
regular bowel movements. How often you poo can
vary. Most people do a poo anywhere from three
times a day to once every three days. Poo or bowel
motions should be like a soft sausage and easy

to pass. You should feel like you have completely
emptied your bowel. If you are concerned, see your
health professional.

What can | do?

Talk to someone

If you are experiencing incontinence, talk about

it with someone you trust. Many people find they
cope better with the changes to their body once
they have spoken to someone about their feelings
and concerns.

Speak to your doctor or rheumatologist (arthritis
specialist) about the problems you are having with
your bladder and bowel control. They may be able
to treat the problems once they have done tests
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and looked at the medicines you are on that may
be affecting your bladder and bowel control. They
can also give you medicines to help with the pain.

Call the National Continence Helpline on

1800 33 00 66 and speak with a nurse continence
specialist for free and confidential advice and
information about your bladder and bowel health.
They can also help find a continence health
professional near you.

Tips that can help

If you need help with managing symptoms of
arthritis, call Arthritis Australia on 1800 011 041.

= Wear clothes that are easy to undo. Replace
buttons with Velcro fastenings or elastic waists

Get a continence checkup instead of buttons or zips

= Make sure the toilet is easy to get to, especially
at night. Leave a low light on. Remove anything
that you can trip over such as floor rugs or
bathmats

The first step is to understand what type of arthritis
you have and seek help from your doctor or
specialist in how to treat or manage it.

The next step is to get your bladder and bowel

control checked by a health professional such

as a nurse continence specialist or pelvic health

physiotherapist. They will ask you about:

= your bladder and/or bowel symptoms you
are experiencing e.g., urgency, nocturia or
constipation

= If the toilet is too difficult to get to or use, there
are other options such as handrails, commodes
and hand-held urinals. Talk to an occupational
therapist who can help you with this

= Speak to a nurse continence specialist to help
choose:

= your diet and how much fluid you drink — continence products (such as pads or pull
) ups) for leaking wee or poo
= how much you can exercise and move about
— products to empty your bladder (such as
= medications you are taking catheters)
= your medical history or any ilinesses and - protectors for chairs and beds.

operations you have had They may be able to help you find ways to reduce

the costs of products or find your nearest suppliers.

u

other things that could affect bladder or bowel

control such as an enlarged prostate, weak .
§edp Lifestyle changes that can help

pelvic floor muscles, childbirth experiences.
= Have the amount of fluid as suggested by your

doctor. Water is the best choice. Soup, yoghurt,
milk on cereal and custard are also fluid. Keep
away from alcohol and drinks with caffeine
(such as coffee, tea and cola) as it can make
your bladder feel uncomfortable

You may need to have some tests to better
understand how your bladder and bowel are
working. These can be scans, urine tests and
keeping a diary of when you wee and poo.

They will tell you how your bladder and bowel

problem can be helped. This may be: = If you need to go to the toilet more than 1-2
= changes to what you eat and drink times during the night (nocturia), then:

=
=

pelvic floor muscle exercises

learning how to hold on when you need to rush
to the toilet (bladder training)

working on ways to empty your bladder and
bowel as much as you can when you need to
use the toilet

medications.
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- limit your drinks for at least 2-4 hours
before bed and

- drink more earlier in the day.

Eat a variety of foods. Eat plant foods with high
fibre, such as wholegrains, vegetables, fruit,
legumes (beans, lentils), nuts and seeds. This
may help keep you going to the toilet regularly
for a poo or bowel motion
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= If you have swelling in your legs (fluid retention/
oedema):

- lift the feet above hip height if possible
while you sit during the day

- spend an hour in the late afternoon lying
flat on the bed with your feet lifted above
the level of your heart

- wear compression garments (tight
stockings) to stop extra fluid storing in your
legs.

= Move as much as you can and keep a healthy
weight. Regular exercise helps with your
strength, balance and feeling less tired, as well
as helping your bladder and bowel health.
Try walking, strength training, stretching

and balance exercises. A physiotherapist or

exercise physiologist can show which exercises

you can do

= Try to exercise your pelvic floor muscles every
day to help your bladder and bowel control. It
is important to know how to strengthen these
muscles and how to relax them. A pelvic health
physiotherapist or a nurse continence specialist
can show you how

= Go to the toilet only when you need to go.
Going to the toilet ‘just in case’ is a habit that
overtime can reduce how much your bladder
can hold

= Relax and take your time on the toilet so you
can empty your bladder or bowel as much as
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= Invisible Disabilities Australia - toilet access
cards invisibledisabilities.com.au

= MLAK key - 24/7 access to public toilets
masterlocksmiths.com.au/mlak

Other fact sheets

= Urinary Tract Infection

= Healthy Diet and Bowels

= Caring for someone with bladder for bowel
problems for product information

= Funding schemes for continence products

= Toilet help Business Card

Call the National Continence
Helpline on 1800 33 00 66 (free call)

Speak with a nurse continence specialist for free
and confidential advice on resources, details for
local continence services, products and financial
assistance.

For more information, you can
also visit:

continence.org.au
toiletmap.gov.au
health.gov.au/bladder-bowel

This fact sheet gives a general overview and does not replace

possible professional checks and care.

= Have rest breaks as needed throughout the day

or use equipment to help with your tasks. © Continence Foundation of Australia 2024

More information

= Continence Foundation of Australia - for
information on incontinence and how to
prevent and better manage it
continence.org.au
National Continence Helpline 1800 33 00 66

= Arthritis Australia
arthritisaustralia.org.au
1800 011 041

= National Public Toilet Map - shows the location
of public toilet facilities across Australia

toiletmap.gov.au Continence

Foundation
of Australia
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https://www.continence.org.au/
https://arthritisaustralia.com.au/
https://toiletmap.gov.au/
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http://masterlocksmiths.com.au/mlak/
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https://www.continence.org.au/
https://toiletmap.gov.au/
https://www.health.gov.au/topics/bladder-and-bowel

