
 

Incontinence: A Common Health Concern 
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Your urinary tract includes the kidneys, the bladder, and the tubes leading to and 
from these organs (the ureters and the urethra). The urinary tract produces urine, 
filters wastes and extra fluid from the bloodstream, and removes them from the 
your body. Normal, functioning kidneys: 

• Prevent the buildup of wastes and extra fluid in the body 
• Keep levels of electrolytes, such as potassium and phosphate, stable 
• Make hormones that help regulate blood pressure 
• Make red blood cells 
• Keep bones strong 

The ureters, bladder, and urethra move urine from the kidneys and store it until 
releasing it from the body. The amount of urine a person produces depends on many 
factors, such as the amounts of liquid and food a person consumes and the amount 
of fluid lost through sweat and breathing. Certain medications, medical conditions, 
and types of food can also affect the amount of urine produced. Children produce 
less urine than adults; the amount produced depends on their age. 

Urinary tract health refers to how well the system works at removing wastes and 
producing and controlling urine, as well as any disorders or problems that might 
occur within the tract. These problems can affect the tract as a whole, or just certain 
parts of the urinary tract, such as the bladder. 

A common problem of the urinary tract is urinary incontinence (UI), a loss of 
bladder control. Symptoms can range from mild leaking to uncontrollable wetting. It 
can happen to anyone, but it becomes more common with age. Women experience 
UI twice as often as men. 

Most bladder control problems happen when muscles are too weak or too active. If 
the muscles that keep your bladder closed are weak, you may have accidents when 
you sneeze, laugh, or lift a heavy object. This is stress incontinence. If bladder 
muscles become too active, you may feel frequent strong urges to go to the 
bathroom when you have little urine in your bladder. You may feel an urge to go to 
the bathroom and leak urine before you can get to a bathroom. This is urge 
incontinence or overactive bladder. People can have both stress and urge 
incontinence at the same time, a condition known as mixed urinary incontinence. 



When the bladder can’t empty very well, it can cause overflow urinary 
incontinence when urine “overflows” out of the bladder. There are other causes of 
incontinence, such as prostate problems and nerve damage. 

Treatment depends on the type of incontinence you have and what best fits your 
lifestyle. It may include simple exercises (which are most effective when supervised 
by a trained pelvic floor physical therapist*), medicines, special devices or 
procedures prescribed by your doctor, or surgery. 

For daily self-care, there are many products made for men and women that make 
life easier and help you avoid embarrassing situations. It’s especially important to 
take special care of the skin around the urethra, where your urine comes out of your 
body. Keeping this area clean keeps the skin from getting irritated, and also can help 
prevent infection. 

Dr. DeBartolo is a urologist with Mercyhealth in Harvard and Woodstock, Illinois.  
*Maria Joy Wolff, PT is a physical therapist with Mercyhealth in McHenry, Illinois.  
 
To learn more, visit MercyHealthSystem.org, or call (888) 396-3729. 


