
 

Study links urinary incontinence in female
athletes to low energy availability
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Urinary incontinence (UI) is a common experience
for female athletes that can significantly impact
their enjoyment of and participation in sports.
Previous studies have shown that female athletes
who experience urinary incontinence are more
likely to drop out of their sports. Noting a large
number of female athletes presenting with urinary
incontinence, physicians in the Boston Children's
Hospital Female Athlete Program and the
Department of Urology wanted to better
understand the underlying factors that may
contribute to the problem. 

"We knew that low energy availability, which
occurs when athletes don't take in enough calories
to meet the energy demands of their training, has
been linked to a number of health and
performance problems in female athletes," says
sports medicine physician, Kristin Whitney, MD,
MA. Such issues include menstrual dysfunction,
poor bone health, cardiac and gastrointestinal
problems, and decreased muscle strength and
endurance—to name a few.

"We wondered if low energy availability might also

be related to urinary incontinence, and what that
could mean for our patients." In a study lead by
Kathryn Ackerman, MD, MPH, medical director of
the Female Athlete Program, the team set out to
explore this question.

Studying urinary incontinence in female
athletes

The researchers conducted a cross-sectional
cohort study of 1,000 female athletes between ages
15 and 30 who presented to Boston Children's
Sports Medicine Division for any reason. The
comprehensive survey included questions about
the athletes' nutrition and general health, exercise
and performance, self-reported history of
disordered eating, and urinary incontinence during
sports.

Of the female athletes surveyed, 16.5 percent
reported urinary incontinence during athletic
activity. Athletes participating in high-impact sports
such as running, cheerleading, and gymnastics
were more than four times more likely to report
urinary incontinence compared to other sport
categories. However, no matter what sport they
participated in, UI was far more prevalent in
athletes with low energy availability. The results of
the study were published in the Journal of Pediatric
Urology.

"We were able to discern that low energy
availability is an independent risk factor for urinary
incontinence across all sport categories," says
Whitney. "If you had poor nutrition and low energy
availability, you'd be at high risk for urinary
incontinence."

Implications for female athletes

The results of this study could provide physicians
opportunities to treat urinary incontinence more
effectively. "It opens up a lot of doors and a lot of
really great conversations between our Sports
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Medicine Division and our colleagues in the
Department of Urology," says Whitney.

The study could also have a positive impact on
female athletes. Knowing urinary incontinence is a
common issue that can be addressed in concrete
ways could convince athletes discouraged by
urinary incontinence to stay engaged in their sports.

"Sport participation is such a crucial component of
young women's development," says Whitney.
Benefits extend far beyond physical health to
include mental health, personal development, and
personal growth. "Anything that we can do to better
understand and support young female athletes can
help us help them grow up healthy, strong, and
happy."

Future research could look at running gait

The results of this initial study have generated
several options for future research, including
possible links between running gait and urinary
incontinence. "Twenty percent of the runners we
surveyed experience urinary incontinence," says
Whitney. The Division of Sports Medicine and its
Injured Runner Clinic uses sophisticated running
gait analysis technology to help runners improve
the biomechanics of how they run. "Using this
technology, we could look at things like whether
modifying a runner's landing patterns and the
resulting ground reaction force could potentially
modify their risk for urinary incontinence." 

  More information: Kristin E. Whitney et al, Low
energy availability and impact sport participation as
risk factors for urinary incontinence in female
athletes, Journal of Pediatric Urology (2021). DOI:
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