information
IS YOUR BLADDER RUNNING YOUR LIFE?
Urinary incontinence is a common problem that affects both men and women, though it is more common in
women. It is estimated that 10-30 per cent of all women experience incontinence at some point in their lives. It can
be a distressing and embarrassing condition that affects many aspects of your life: work, social activities, recreation,
travel and intimacy. Whatever the cause, incontinence is often successfully treated with physiotherapy.
What Is Incontinence?
Urinary incontinence means any involuntary loss of urine. According to the Canadian Continence Foundation,
1.5 million Canadians are incontinent.
There are three different types of incontinence:

• Stress Incontinence, the most common, occurs when urine leaks from the bladder when pressure is applied to
it suddenly. Activities such as coughing, sneezing, running or sexual intercourse can put pressure on the pelvic
floor muscles, which may also be stressed by obesity and constipation;

• Urge Incontinence, is the inability to control urine leaking from the bladder when the ‘urge’ to urinate occurs;
and

• Mixed Incontinence, which occurs when Stress and Urge Incontinence appear at the same time or in different
circumstances.
How Can Physiotherapy Help?
It’s important for men and women of all ages to maintain pelvic floor muscle strength. Exercises for the pelvic
floor, prescribed by a physiotherapist with training in this area, have numerous benefits including maintaining
continence, helping the bladder to hold on after getting the urge to urinate, and increased satisfaction in sexual
relationships. A physiotherapist will design an exercise program for the individuals’ specific problem, involving
muscle re-education, bladder retraining and strengthening of the pelvic floor muscles. If the muscles are very
weak, a physiotherapist may also use EMG/biofeedback or electrical stimulation of the pelvic floor muscles.
Urinary incontinence in women usually occurs at two times in a woman’s life – at childbirth and then again at
menopause. At child birth there may be overstretching or trauma to the floor.
At menopause, the pelvic floor muscles change and may weaken. As women age, it is important to keep the pelvic
floor muscles strong. A pelvic floor exercise routine helps to minimize the effects of menopause on pelvic support
and bladder control.
A physiotherapist can teach strengthening of the pelvic floor muscles, which can help to reverse the process. They
will evaluate the strength of the pelvic floor muscles, severity of the incontinence, identify treatment goals, and
make sure the client understands the treatment process. Physiotherapists may also make recommendations for
lifestyle changes that will help the bladder be less irritable, such as:

• Bracing the pelvic floor muscles before you cough, laugh or sneeze;
• Avoiding common bladder irritants, such as caffeine, alcohol and cigarettes;
…more
This information sheet is part of the CPA's
S.M.A.R.T. approach to your mobility
(focusing on Stretching, Moving, Adding
it up, Reducing Strain and Talking to a
physiotherapist). The information provided
is intended for general use and is not meant
to substitute for the professional, personal
assessment your physiotherapist offers.

Cette fiche de renseignements fait partie du programme
de l’ACP « cinq points pour assurer votre liberté de
mouvement » (1. Étirez-vous; 2. Bougez;
3. Additionnez les minutes; 4. Réduisez la fatigue;
5. Consultez un physiothérapeute).
Ces renseignements sont fournis à titre général
seulement et ne prétendent pas remplacer
l’évaluation professionnelle, personnalisée offerte par
votre physiothérapeute.
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Keeping a bladder diary to promote normal urinating habits;
Lifting and moving correctly;
Dietary management;
Exercising correctly and avoiding improper sit-up techniques; and
Postural and lower abdominal re-education.

The following two exercises are recommended by physiotherapists to strengthen your pelvic floor muscles. In both
exercises, the muscle that gives a feeling of holding urine are tightened. Aim to do these at least three times a day
and try to feel a lifting or “pulling-up” into the body as you do them.

• Tighten as quickly and strongly as you can, then release. It’ll take about a second to pull up and maybe two-to•

three seconds to release. Work up to 30 in a row.
Tighten up, hold on and continue to pull up. Work up to 10 sets of 10-second holds. These are easiest to do sitting
or lying down, but you can progress to doing them while standing or walking. It is important to progress them
to functional use.

These exercises can be done during daily activities, such as sitting in a meeting, while stopped in your car at a traffic
light or when talking on the phone – no one will notice that you’re doing them.

How Can I Find A Physiotherapist?
• Physiotherapists are healthcare professionals who help people of all ages and lifestyles gain and maintain their
desired level of active living and physical functioning. With their applied knowledge and understanding of the
human body in action, physiotherapists are able to help you increase mobility, relieve pain, build strength and
improve balance and cardiovascular function. Physiotherapists not only treat injuries, they also teach you how
to prevent the onset of pain or injury that can limit your activity.
• In most provinces, treatment of urinary incontinence is a ‘delegated act’, which means that a doctor must
prescribe this type of physiotherapy treatment. Ask your physician to refer you to a physiotherapist that treats
urinary incontinence.
• Finding a physiotherapist may vary from province to province. Check the yellow pages of your local telephone
book for listings of physiotherapists and physiotherapy clinics that treat this condition.
Visit the web site of the Canadian Physiotherapy Association at www.physiotherapy.ca to find out more information
about physiotherapy.
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