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continence issues freely, so nurses need support in 
clinical practice and user-friendly tools to enable 
them to ask the right questions at first contact,’ 
said Ms Eustice.

‘Patients can be assessed opportunistically 
during the hospital admission process or, if a 
nurse sees a patient who has problems with their 
diabetes, for example, a continence assessment 
may reveal problems that could be related. 

‘Assessing the patient and identifying the problem 
will enable nurses to know if the patient needs to 
be referred to specialist continence services.’ 

Knowing when to refer a patient to a continence 
nurse specialist is a core part of continence care. 
Yet the Nursing Times survey also revealed that 
43% of nurses have never referred a patient to a 
continence adviser, and 42% do not even know 
who their local adviser is.

‘Using an assessment form to gather information 
is only part of the process,’ said Ms Wilkinson. 
‘Continence services need to have pathways and 
easy referral processes in place to encourage health 
professionals to refer patients to them, or contact 
them for advice.

‘It is also up to the continence services to raise 
awareness of the service, and make sure people 
know they are there.’ 

When the DH published the NHS Next Stage 
Review in June last year, it said that patients 
should be treated with ‘compassion, dignity and 
respect’. The RCN’s Dignity campaign, launched 
in the same month, pledged to ‘champion patient 
dignity by giving nurses practical tools to ensure 
compassionate care and challenge poor practice 
where it exists’.

Effective continence care is at the heart of 
patient dignity, says Ms Harris, and it has to be 
given the attention it deserves. 

‘Research has shown that incontinence is 
significantly related to falls, and it can be a precursor 
to residential care,’ she said. ‘But it is not a problem 
that just affects the elderly. We need to move the 
viewpoint on this so that the people who hold the 
purse strings recognise it as a serious health issue.’

The ACA has asked the Care Quality 
Commission to conduct a specialist review of 
continence services – including nurse training – 
and it is also pushing for continence care to be 
included in GPs’ quality and outcome frameworks.

‘Incontinence is a massive public health problem 
that costs the NHS billions every year,’ said Ms 
Eustice. ‘There needs to be an attitude change so 
that it is not seen just as an isolated problem that 
somebody else will deal with. 

‘If we are going to improve the quality of care, 
education needs to be embedded in pre-
registration training so that post-registration 
nurses are hungry to access training and ready to 
help change practice.’ l

If yes, do you feel this was sufficient for 
you to carry out a baseline assessment of 
patients with continence problems?

Do you think that management 
of continence problems is a 
nurse's responsibility?

No 5%

Yes 95%

Do you always complete an 
assessment of your patients’ 
bowel and bladder function?

No 41%

Yes 59%

Did you have any education about 
caring for the incontinent patient in 
your nurse training?

No 36%

Yes 64%

Yes 48%

No 52%

If problems are identified in the 
assessment, do you feel competent to 
provide basic advice and treatment 
and/or refer to appropriate services?

No 22%

Yes 78%

Have you had any post-registration 
education about care for people 
with continence problems?

No 53% Yes 47%

There needs to be a change 
so that it is not seen just 
as an isolated problem that 
somebody else will deal with

box 2.  More 
information on 
continence care
l The nursingtimes.net 
continence section provides 
news, information and links. Go  
to nursingtimes.net and click on 
‘specialist nurses’
l The Association for 
Continence Advice is a 
multiprofessional organisation 
for healthcare professionals 
interested in continence care. 
Visit www.aca.uk.com
l Education and Resources  
for Improving Childhood 
Continence (ERIC) is a national 
children’s health charity  
dealing with bedwetting, 
daytime wetting, constipation 
and soiling in children and  
young people. Visit  
www.eric.org.uk
l The Bowel and Bladder 
Foundation is a charity  
providing information and 
support for people with  
bladder and bowel disorders, 
their carers, families and 
healthcare professionals.  
Visit www.bladderandbowel 
foundation.org
l PromoCon provides 
continence product information, 
advice and practical solutions to 
professionals and the public. 
Visit www.promocon.co.uk
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