
 

Minimising risks of suprapubic catheter insertion (adults only) 
 

Issue 
Urinary bladder drainage using an indwelling urethral catheter is necessary in a wide range of clinical situations. 
Suprapubic catheterisation should be used when urethral catheterisation is contraindicated or where it is technically not 
possible to relieve urinary retention in both acute and chronic conditions. In addition, suprapubic catheterisation may be 
chosen to improve patient comfort, dignity or convenience, and to prevent complications such as catheter-induced 
urethral injury, e.g. in patients with neurological disease or diminished genital sensation.  
 

Suprapubic catheterisation is a common procedure (in both elective and emergency situations) which may be undertaken 
by a range of clinicians in a variety of settings. It is not always seen as a high-risk procedure, but risks do include injury to 
the intestine and haemorrhage due to perforation of vascular structures in the pelvis. 

 

Evidence of harm 
The NPSA Reporting and Learning System has identified three incidents of death and seven causing severe harm from 
suprapubic catheter placement between September 2005 and June 2009, nine of which involved bowel perforation. 
There were also 249 other incidents reported relating to suprapubic catheters causing lesser degrees of harm.  
 

A survey of British urologists carried out in 2003 by the British Association of Urological Surgeons (BAUS), found that one 
third of respondents had experienced suprapubic catheter-associated bowel perforation in the past 10 years and some of 
these had a fatal outcome. A national audit is now underway by BAUS to provide further data on complications 
associated with this procedure. 
 

Reducing the risk of harm  
There are currently no national guidelines on the insertion of suprapubic catheters. However, BAUS is now committed to 
developing formal guidelines, including training standards and competencies, which can be applied by local 
organisations. In the meantime, key aspects of safer practice have been identified by experts in the field and are set out 
in the supporting information. These include raising awareness among clinical staff of indications and contraindications 
for this procedure; techniques for safe insertion (using ultrasound where possible); and careful monitoring of patients after 
the procedure. Organisations also have a responsibility to ensure that staff are trained and competent in insertion of 
suprapubic catheters; that facilities are adequate (including access to ultrasound); and that local protocols include issues 
such as the involvement of, and follow-up by, urology teams. 
 

For IMMEDIATE ACTION by medical directors in acute and community hospitals (NHS and Independent 
Sector). Deadline for ACTION COMPLETE is 29 April 2010.  

Local organisations should ensure that: 
1. Information about the risk of this procedure is immediately distributed to all staff who may insert or request 

the insertion of a suprapubic catheter (a sample briefing sheet for clinical staff is given in supporting 
information www.npsa.nhs.uk/nrls/alerts-and-directives/rapidrr/suprapubic-catheter). 

2. A named lead for training is identified and a training plan developed. 
3. Local guidelines/policies are reviewed or developed in the light of this report and forthcoming BAUS 

standards.  
4. Ultrasound is used wherever possible to visualise the bladder and guide the insertion of the catheter. There 

should be ultrasound machines available in the relevant areas and staff trained in their use. 
5. Local incident data relating to suprapubic catheterisation is reviewed, appropriate action is taken and staff are 

encouraged to report further incidents and to take part in the BAUS national clinical audit. 
 

Further information  
Supporting information on this Rapid Response Report, is available at www.npsa.nhs.uk/rrr. Further queries should be 
directed to Michael Surkitt-Parr at rrr@npsa.nhs.uk; Telephone 020 7927 9890. 
 
NPSA has informed 
NHS organisations, the independent sector, commissioners, regulators and relevant professional bodies in England and 
Wales. 
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