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Purpose

This briefing has been prepared by the Continence Foundation of Australia for the Australian
Government. The briefing outlines the evidence regarding delayed bladder and bowel control
in children, its impact on children’s health and development outcomes and identifies strategies
to address these issues.

The Continence Foundation of Australia

The Continence Foundation of Australia (the Foundation) is the peak body for promoting
continence (bladder and bowel control) health. The expertise of the Foundation includes
policy and advice to support reform, education, health promotion, awareness, information and
advocacy.

This expertise and extensive experience enable the Foundation to represent the interests of
individuals, carers and health professionals in relation to continence, at national and state levels.

Contributors

The Foundation has consulted widely with members who work with children who are
experiencing incontinence, and with their families, to prepare this briefing.

The condition

Continence is the ability to maintain bladder and bowel control until a socially appropriate time
and place to urinate or defaecate has been reached. Full control is normally acquired in early
childhood as the result of an active learning process. Toilet training often starts at 18 months —
2 years, but there is evidence that this is getting later, which causes problems at school entry
and an associated increased risk of daytime wetting in primary school children (Christie, 2010;
Joinson et al, 2009).

Continence difficulties include constipation, soiling (faecal incontinence),
daytime wetting, bedwetting (enuresis) and problems or delay with toilet
training. The majority of these are functional, that is they cannot be
explained by anatomical, neurophysiological, radiological, or histological
abnormalities.

Instead, it is believed they are caused by a complex interrelationship of biological,
developmental, genetic and environmental factors (Von Gontard, 2011). Structural (anatomical)
or neuropathic causes are rare but need to be recognised early. Children with congenital
conditions such as spina bifida or cerebral palsy have high rates of both urinary and faecal
incontinence (Nijman, 2000; Von Gontard, 2013).
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The negative impact for the children and their families of any continence difficulty should not
be underestimated. Children and young people of all ages can be affected by continence
difficulties. Children with additional needs and those with neurodevelopmental disorders,
such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and autism are particularly affected, but often
neglected in the mistaken assumption that incontinence is part of their wider condition (Von
Gontard, 2013).

Children or young people who experience bedwetting may also

have daytime wetting or symptoms such as hesitancy or urgency
and/or constipation; children and young people with constipation/
soiling may also have bedwetting/daytime wetting. There are causal
links between these conditions, which require a holistic approach to
treatment (Heron et al, 2018).

The policy problem

Delayed bladder and bowel control is an important population health challenge in Australia.
Failure to achieve toilet training milestones has far reaching impacts on health and
developmental outcomes, learning and self-esteem. International evidence highlights the
clear associations between childhood continence problems, children’s mental health and
parental intolerance/child punishment. Incontinence in childhood casts a long shadow forward,
with potential long-term consequences for bladder and bowel health in adulthood, including
recurrent urinary tract infections, kidney damage and both urinary and faecal incontinence
(Proctor & Loader, 2003; Ashkenazi, 2003; Van Ginkel, 2013).

There is a lack of high-quality Australian data on prevalence or outcomes. There is, moreover,
little information available to determine the full impact on the developmental and educational
outcomes of Australian children. There is also a lack of evidence regarding the efficacy of
prevention and early intervention programs which aim to address delayed independent toileting
in children. Common strategies used by parents to overcome bedwetting are usually not
effective, with some strategies, such as “lifting” and restricting drinks before bedtime, increasing
the risk of bedwetting (Grzeda et al, 2017).

There are few guidelines and limited sources of support for early years services, schools,
maternal and child health nurses and, critically, parents and families who are obliged to
manage children with delayed bladder and bowel control on a case-by-case basis, when what
is required is a strategic, evidence-based approach to reversing childhood incontinence at
population level. There is substantial unmet need for information and integrated services to
address this increasing public health problem.
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Whilst the Foundation has welcomed the proposal to develop a national Early Years Strategy for
Australia, there are concerns that the necessarily high-level focus of this strategic approach will
not consider the impact of specific factors, including conditions such as incontinence, that may
impact negatively on children in the early years. Incontinence in children is under-researched,
under-reported and highly stigmatised though bladder and bowel dysfunction and consequent
failure to achieve toileting milestones can have severely detrimental impacts on children and
families including participation in education (Filce & LaVergne 2015).

The key facts

« In 2009, 51% of Australian children were toilet trained by 36 months old, a decrease from
97% during the mid-twentieth century (Christie. 2010).

« 19% of children beginning primary school in Sydney had experienced at least one episode
of daytime wetting in the past six months, with 2% having two or more episodes per week
(Sureshkumar et al. 2000).

- Toilet training after the age of 24 months is associated with persistent daytime urinary
incontinence, whereas toilet training between 1-24 months led to more favourable
outcomes (Joinson et al. 2008; Joinson et al. 2019).

- There is a rise in urinary tract infections in children, with researchers linking it to delayed
toilet training over the previous half century (Bakker & Wyndaele 2000).

- The ability to independently toilet is a key milestone in a child’s development. A
lack of bladder and bowel control, beyond the expected developmental period, can
negatively impact a child’s physical and mental health, as well as their learning and
development (Education and Resources for Improving Childhood Continence (ERIC) 2016).
Postponement in toilet training can also have health, economic, environmental and social
impacts (Kaerts et al, 2012).

« Incontinence can seriously undermine a child’s quality of life, educational attainment and
mental health outcomes (Cox, 2002). In Australia it is acknowledged that a lack of bowel
control at four years of age and lack of bladder control at five years requires assessment
and intervention (Austin, et al., 2016). While it is acknowledged that bladder control
maturity may take longer in some children, the lack of monitoring and assessment to
identify underlying issues that would benefit from early treatment can result in long term
health and wellbeing issues for the child. Incontinence is considered a chronic condition
when it continues to affect an individual for longer than six months.
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The need for a proactive approach

« Early identification of bladder or bowel dysfunction can mitigate the risk of poor health
and wellbeing outcomes, including psychological wellbeing, for children who experience
delayed bladder or bowel control.

- Failure to identify and treat continence problems at an early stage can give rise to chronic
changes in the bladder or bowel. For example, there is recent evidence that experiencing
hard stools in early childhood is a risk factor for later problems with constipation and faecal
incontinence at school age, unrecognised congenital, structural, or neuropathic bladder
or bowel dysfunction may result in renal (kidney) deterioration or acute bowel crises, with
significant consequences for the child’s health. Without treatment problems, this may
persist into adolescence and adulthood (Heron et al, 2018; Koppen et al, 2016)

- The risk of unrecognised constipation and other underlying pathologies, including
undiagnosed urinary tract infections and, more rarely, congenital bladder or bowel
problems is greater for those with moderate to severe learning disabilities, cerebral palsy,
and Down’s syndrome. If present and untreated, these conditions may result in renal
deterioration or chronic bowel problems (Rogers & Patricolo, 2014).

Groups at particular risk

- Whilst data on the prevalence of incontinence in First Nations communities is limited, it is
known that Indigenous populations experience chronic conditions (including renal disease)
at a higher rate than non-Indigenous populations, some of which places them at higher risk
of experiencing incontinence (AIHW 2012).

« Families in high-risk groups face additional barriers to accessing information and
appropriate continence support and care for children who are experiencing difficulties.
This necessitates targeted supports, including information around proper nutrition and fluid
intake to support children to achieve healthy bladder and bowel function.

« Children with autism spectrum disorder and other disabilities experience significant
effects on health and developmental outcomes because of their incontinence, including
physical and mental health disorders, and high rates of school absenteeism. Compared
to typically developing children, children with additional needs have a higher likelihood of
experiencing incontinence and this incontinence is more likely to persist into adulthood.
The impacts of incontinence must inform strategies designed to improve health equity for
children with disabilities (von Gontard et al. 2015).
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- Children from rural and remote areas are at higher risk of not receiving the necessary
support to address their needs. Improving access to specialist primary care services for
children with additional needs, including those who require a continence assessment or
support for underlying conditions is warranted to ensure that all children receive the care
they need to achieve positive health outcomes.

Impacts on children’s development, education and life chances

There are a variety of physical, social, emotional and familial risk factors for incontinence in
children and adolescents.

« An Australian study found that moderate to severe daytime incontinence is strongly
associated with a frightening or stressful event in the past six months (Sureshkumar et al.
2000).

« Another study showed faecal incontinence is highly prevalent in children who experience
sexual and physical abuse, as well as those with behavioural disorders (von Gontard et al.
2017).

- Data from the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and their Children (ALSPAC) study showed
that adolescents (aged 13-14 years) who experienced urinary incontinence since childhood
reported greater psychosocial problems compared to their peers who had developed
greater bladder control. Adolescents who experienced a lack of bladder control were
more likely to experience depressive symptoms, poor self-image, problems with peer
relationships at school and negative perception of school and teachers (Grzeda et al. 2017).

« Continence problems occur at a formative time for children and influence their health,
wellbeing and emotional development. They are associated with reduced quality of life,
constructive peer relationships (Ring et al, 2017) and cause social isolation and feelings of
difference (Joinson et al, 2018). They are also a cause of reduced self-esteem (Ring et al,
2017), a sense of social stigma (Joinson et al, 2007), distress and behavioural disorders
(Von Gontard 2011). Ching et al (2015) and Zhao et al (2015) found that bullying, either
as victim or perpetrator, is associated with increased lower urinary tract symptoms. Most
families are concerned and positively involved. However, lack of understanding and
frustration causes some to respond by punishing their children. This can result in a ‘vicious
cycle’ of increased stress, more incontinence, potentially harsher punishment and the risk
of child abuse (Sa et al, 2016, Schlomer et al, 2013).

« Trauma and stress in childhood including sexual and physical abuse is not only strongly
correlated with childhood incontinence, but there is also evidence that some adverse
childhood experiences are associated with lower urinary tract symptoms in adult women
and men. (Geynisman-Tan et al, 2021, Warne et al, 2024).
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Impacts on families

« Parents play an essential role in helping their child learn to independently toilet, however
they often lack access to information, services and support when their child is experiencing
delayed bladder or bowel control, which can contribute to stress for parents of children
with enuresis (day- or night-wetting) who are characterised as being more stressed than
average (Von Gontard et al. 2017).

« Almost 74% of mothers expressed abusive maternal attitudes towards children and
adolescents with elimination disorders and bedwetting (Alpaslan et al. 2016). The rate of
abusive maternal attitudes increased for children and adolescents who lived with poorly
educated parents or from large, chaotic, divorced families and families who were of lower
socio-economic status, suggesting that the existing stressors of parenting are amplified
when caring for a child with additional continence needs (Alpaslan et al. 2016).

« A study of 104 families of children with faecal incontinence found that 23 had severe and
widespread difficulties, including sexual abuse (Silver, 1996). Equipping parents with the
tools and knowledge to help their child manage their bladder or bowel dysfunction may
reduce stress for both the affected child and the parents, having a positive effect on family
dynamics.

What works: the evidence

Early identification of bladder or bowel dysfunction can mitigate the risk of poor health and
wellbeing outcomes, including psychological wellbeing, for children who experience delayed
bladder or bowel control.

The evidence suggests that an effective response to childhood incontinence would ensure
that all children, from birth to 19, with continence difficulties (bladder and/or bowel problems
and/or delayed toilet training), should have access to a specialist, community-based paediatric
treatment and support that can provide individualised, evidence-based care in line with
evidence and national guidance (United Kingdom Continence Society, 2019). Children

with these problems cannot be treated as ‘little adults’. These services should work within
pathways of integrated primary and secondary health care as well as linking to other services
including education.

International evidence suggests that well-resourced, integrated community children’s
continence services reduce cost to health care systems by

- Reducing accident and emergency attendances for abdominal pain related to constipation
« Fewer referrals to secondary care for consultant assessment or treatments

« Fewer unnecessary investigations
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« Reduced admissions to hospital for constipation or treatment of urinary tract infection

« Reduced need for disposable continence products which has beneficial impacts on family
budgets, particularly on those with low incomes and on the environment (ERIC 2019).

Addressing the Gaps

1. Federal, state and territory governments should commit to establishing integrated,
multidisciplinary health and development checks for all children through Maternal and
Child Health (MCH) services at three years old. These should include assessment of
independent toileting, bladder and bowel dysfunction and referral to paediatric continence
health care professionals, as required.

2. The universal approach of the Early Years Strategy should be accompanied by targeted
approaches to support toilet training and independent toileting which address the higher
needs and multiple disadvantages experienced by many children and families in rural and
remote communities, and of children with disabilities.

3. The Federal Government should work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities to ensure that children in remote communities have full access to the
proposed multidisciplinary health and developmental check at three years of age, and to
identify and address delayed bladder and bowel control as a barrier to achieving all five
developmental milestones in the Australian Early Development Census. This would assist
in achieving Closing the Gap health and wellbeing targets.

4. The Federal Government should commit to investment in, and development of, the
continence specialist workforce and MCH services to support early childhood services,
schools and health professionals in building their capacity to identify issues related to
bladder and bowel control in children and provide them with support on toilet training. This
could include outreach from continence specialists and expansion of existing programs
such as the School Readiness Program, currently operating in Victoria.

5. The Federal Government should consult with the Continence Foundation of Australia as
the national peak body, and the Foundation’s network of front line clinicians and health
promotion experts with specific expertise in continence health, to develop evidence-based
information, support and advice about toilet training and bladder and bowel health, and
to disseminate these resources to early years providers, family support services, schools,
primary care and community health services to help them with toilet training and bladder
and bowel health.

6. Ensure that the Early Years Strategy achieves significant improvement in the collection of
data, particularly in relation to the incidence and impacts of incontinence. This is essential
to contribute to the overall health and development in children to achieve to bladder and
bowel control.
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7. Health surveys, including biometric health measurement surveys, should routinely collect
data and evaluate and report on

o Data on the association between incontinence and a child’s health and development

o Data on the efficacy of prevention programs and interventions for delayed
independent toileting

o Data on number of children commencing school before learning independent toileting
and the impacts this has on their education

o Data on longitudinal health studies on continence issues across the life span.

Conclusion

Children with urinary and faecal incontinence need high quality, evidence-based information,
and support to address the roots of the problem and seek solutions. Accompanying pathologies
in detected cases can be determined in the early period by means of multidisciplinary pre-
school screenings at three years of age and the provision of expert support, including referral
for evaluation by a paediatric continence specialist when necessary.

A proactive approach to addressing childhood incontinence can
prevent adverse effects on children’s long-term psychosocial,
educational and personality development and overall life chances,
reduce the stress on families, reduce inappropriate demand on school
and on primary care services and reduce costs to health services. This
is preventative health care.

To address the significant, yet often misunderstood, impacts which incontinence has on a
child’s health and development, the Foundation recommends that the Australian Government
works collaboratively with childhood experts and frontline workers to address the gaps in
health policies and services, and achieve its goal of addressing inequities and improving health
outcomes in children.
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