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Whether you’re a paid caregiver or a volunteer, working in 
a care facility or a private home, there’s a good chance that 
one of the most challenging aspects of your job is addressing 
individuals’ continence issues.  However, it doesn’t have to be 
that way.

This booklet is designed to give you 
much of the basic information you 
need to recognize the symptoms 
and severity of incontinence, safely 
manage individuals’ toileting needs 
and limitations, understand the 
fundamentals of skin care and 
knowledgeably select appropriate 
absorbent products.  

Of course, like any medical condition, incontinence will vary 
from person to person, so consider this booklet your reference 
tool.  The National Association for Continence is your resource 
for additional information to help you better manage your 
patients’ needs and provide them an enhanced quality of life.

A Caregiver’s Role
One of the many rewards of being a caregiver is the opportunity 
to see your efforts contribute to the dignity and self-esteem of 
those you care for.  These efforts can be especially important 
when it comes to incontinence. Here are some things that can 
help make a difference right away:

• Be open to talking about incontinence.
• Help families and residents understand that incontinence  
 does not have to be an inevitable part of the aging process.
• Inform individuals and their family members of the variety  
 of approaches to maintaining continence. While it’s   
	 essential	that	the	healthcare	provider	makes	the	final		 	
 recommendation, in the case of some options, the caregiver  
 can help facilitate a conversation.When one approach is not  
 successful, another may be tried.
• Encourage individuals to share their feelings and concerns  
 with their caregivers.
• Motivate individuals to maintain their best level of overall  
 health.
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Assessing Need 
Being a family caregiver is not easy work, and it becomes more 
difficult	when	individuals	have	continence	issues.	Incontinence	
is among the top three reasons why families give up on home 
care and place a loved one in an institutional nursing facility.  

It’s important that caregivers have a good understanding of the  
individual’s situation.  Here are a few questions you can ask to 
get a better sense of your patients’ need:
•	 Do	you	ever	have	difficulty	making	it	to	the	bathroom	on		
 time?
• Do you need to urinate more than every 2 hours or more  
 than 8 times a day?
• Do you need to get up more than once a night to urinate? 
• How often, if ever, do you not reach the toilet in time?
• Do you ever need to wear a pad or something else to protect  
 your clothes from leakage? 

If you are a non-professional serving as a volunteer, there are 
some things you can do to improve your effectiveness: 
• Getting educated so you are aware of options, resources  
 and opportunities.
• Understanding the source of the symptoms so as to avoid  
 assumptions,guilt and commonly held myths.   
• Having the willingness to be proactive but the patience to  

  take each day’s events as discrete  
  occurrences.
• Seeking help and support from  
  others experience and knowledge.
• Taking occasional breaks for  
  self-renewal by arranging   
  respite care by others.

F Managing Incontinence
 Dietary Tips for the Patient

• Avoid alcoholic beverages and  
 beverages that contain caffeine  
 (e.g. coffee, soda and tea) since  
 they may promote the production  

      of urine. 
• Drink six 8-oz. glasses of plain water a day. 
•	 Artificial	sweeteners	and	aspartame,	both	of	which	are	in		
 diet beverages, may irritate the bladder and the bowel.  
	 Avoid	artificial	sweeteners	in	all	foods	if	possible.	
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•	 Don’t	restrict	fluids	to	control	incontinence.	Limiting		 	
 the amount of liquid will result in less urine, but the   
 smaller amount of urine may become highly concentrated  
 and become irritating to the bladder.  This can trigger   
 frequency of urination and the sudden urge to go.
•	 Too	little	fluid	intake	can	also	lead	to	constipation.		

 
 Constipation increases the pressure  
 on the bladder causing urgency,  
 frequency or urinary retention.  It  
 can also cause an individual   
 to strain to have bowel movements,  
 and in women, this can worsen  
 prolapse of the pelvic organs. 
 Constipation may cause   
 hemorrhoids to bleed  and become  
 more painful. 

  Helpful Tips:
  • Establish regular bowel habits. 
  •	If	constipated,	add	dietary	fiber		
 	 with	foods	high	in	insoluble	fiber		
	 or	use	fiber	supplements.		Avoid	overreliance	on	laxatives.
•	 	 Consider	keeping	a	diary	of	your	fluid	intake	over	a	24-hour		
  period to help identify potential issues.

F  Safe Toileting
 When Dealing with Incontinent Individuals, Communicate  
 the Following Tips to Help Reduce the Risk of Falling:

• Allow time to reach the toilet.
•	 Limit	evening	fluids	to	reduce	the	number	of	nighttime		
 trips to the bathroom.
• Stay on the toilet until the bladder is empty.
• Use a bedpan, commode frame or bedside commode   
 for safety in nighttime toileting. 
• Wear clothes that are easy to unfasten and remove.
• Turn on the lights to see the path to the toilet.  Keep a night  
	 light	in	the	bathroom.		Have	a	flashlight	handy	at	bedside.
• Sit at the edge of the bed before standing up to reach the  
 restroom to avoid sudden dizziness.
• Keep a walker or cane near the bed.
• Reduce environmental factors, like loose rugs, pet toys, etc. 
• Increase lower body strength with exercises.
• Improve balance with routine stretching exercises
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.F  Skin Wellness
Soap and water is not the best choice to protect the skin and 
prevent odor. Consider special cleansers which remove urine 
and stool without the need for scrubbing so the skin doesn’t 
dry	out.	Moisturizing	creams,	barrier	films	and	medicated	
powders for fungal rashes are also important to reduce 
infection and skin irritation. 

Without proper skin care, irritation and conditions such as 
Candidiasis (yeast infection) can occur.  This usually appears as a 
red rash with pimple-like red bumps or spots. 

When attending to genital hygiene, be sure to:
• Gently wash the area at least once a day, and    
 immediately after an incontinence episode.
  o Always wash from front to back.
  o Use of “no-rinse” wash is preferred over regular bar  
   soap, which can cause skin dryness.
  o Products should be dye-free and fragrance-free.
  o Apply the product to a wash cloth and gently wipe  
   skin to remove stool and urine.
  o Skin should be patted dry thoroughly.
  o Don’t rub skin vigorously.
  o Pre-moistened wipes are a good idea for times   
   when away from home.
• Avoid petroleum products; excessive use could lessen   
 absorbency of incontinence products. 
•	 Consider	other	options,	such	as	barrier	film	in	which	the		
 protectant product is sprayed or wiped on to the skin to  
	 form	a	transparent	film	acting	as	a	moisture	barrier,	and		
	 potentially	reducing	chafing	issues.	An	alcohol-free		 	
 product is important in the case of incontinence care.
• Know your patient’s allergies, such as latex.  

F  Absorbent Product Fit, Sizing & Descriptions
Absorbent product selection should be customized to each 
person’s unique requirements. Products should be selected 
appropriately for absorption rate and frequency of episodes, 
and	should	be	sized	properly	and	fitted	correctly.		When	
choosing the right product, wasteful underpads should be 
unnecessary.
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Product Absorbency Definitions
•	 Light	protection:	Absorbency	for	those	with	slight,		 	
 occasional leakage. 
• Medium protection: Absorbency for those who are typically 
 self-toileting but cannot always avoid an accident en route
 to the bathroom and in between toileting. 
• Heavy protection: Absorbency for those who are lacking  
 bladder or bowel control altogether and experiencing   
 recurrent, daily episodes of urinary or fecal    
 incontinence, including the sudden loss of the entire   
 contents of their bladder or bowel.  

Absorbent Product Selection Tips
• Sizing – Fit is critical; bigger is not always better.
•		 Breathability	–	Look	for	breathable	side	panels	or	zones		
	 to	ensure	optimal	air	flow,	comfort	and	skin	protection.
•  Elasticity – Make sure the product is comfortable, with  
	 a	snug	fit	to	protect	from	leakage.		Reclosable	fasteners		
	 are	also	helpful,	because	they	create	a	better	fit.	
• Wicking & Absorption – A quality absorbent core will   
	 help	draw	urine	away	from	the	skin,	hold	fluid	without		
 leakage and withstand multiple episodes of incontinence  
 between changes.

The different types of garments include: 
• Protective Pads & Pantiliners: Soft, discreet and    
 individually wrapped with a stay-dry liner to help protect  
 skin.  
	 		 o	One	size	fits	all
   o Very light, regular, moderate and maximum   
    absorbencies
   o Designed for female use
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• Guards For Men: Thin contour shape and special cup   
	 design	ensure	a	comfortable,	natural	fit
	 		 o	One	size	fits	all
   o Extra absorbency
• Belted Undergarments: 
 Elastic	belts	provide	snug,comfortable	fit
	 		 o	One	size	fits	all
   o Extra absorbency
• Protective Underwear:   
 Fits, looks and feels like regular    
 underwear (for day and night use) 
   o Size: x-small,small/medium, large,  
    x-large 
  o Extra absorbency
• Adjustable Underwear: Stretchable tabs  
	 adjust	to	fit	and	let	you	change	without			
 removing  your clothes (for day and night use)
  o Sized: small/medium, large
  o Super plus absorbency
• Fitted Briefs: Soft leak guards for maximum protection  
	 with	adjustable	tabs	for	comfort	and	fit	(for	day	and		 	
 night use)  
  o Sized: medium, large, x-large
  o Maximum absorbency
 
Nighttime product requirements may necessitate a heavier 
absorbency rating than daytime products to prevent skin 
wetness and soiled bed linens, especially in older individuals 
who are likely to produce more urine at night than during 
the day.

To view informative slide presentations 
on continence care managment, 

please visit 
www.nafc.org/continence-care-

management/

For more information about reimbursements 
(insurance, FSAa, HSAs, Medicare & 
Medicaid) please visit: http://www.nafc.org/
continence-care-management/resources-for-
caregivers/
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