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INCONTINENCE IN CATS 
Everyone Poops (and Pees), but Some Cats Need a Little 

Help 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
Rhiannon Koehler, DVM 

Most people are probably familiar with the Japanese children’s book Everyone Poops, written by 
Tarō Gomi and later translated into English. While it is true that every cat poops and pees, not all of 
them are able to use the litter box regularly on their own! Some cats may need a little extra help to 
relieve themselves if they have a condition called incontinence.  
Kathryn Inez never planned on owning an incontinent cat when she agreed to foster a tiny kitten from 
the shelter, but she found herself learning from him and creating a very special bond. Now, she 
advocates for other prospective pet owners to consider special needs cats, including cats with 
incontinence. Two years later, the incontinent kitten named Hawk is now a rambunctious adult living 
his best life. 

What is incontinence? 
There are two types of incontinence: fecal and urinary. Fecal incontinence refers to involuntary loss 
of bowel control. In other words, the cat cannot control when it poops or may be unable to poop on 
its own. Urinary incontinence, on the other hand, refers to involuntary loss of bladder control. These 
cats do not have complete control over when they pee. Some cats will have just fecal incontinence or 
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Hawk was adopted 
from a shelter when he 
was under two months 
old. He lives with both 
fecal and urinary 
incontinence.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tar%25C5%258D_Gomi
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urinary incontinence, but some cats have both! 
In the case of our shelter cat named Hawk, he is 
both urinary and fecal incontinent.  

There is a wide range in how incontinence 
presents in cats, with some cats leaking urine or 
feces and others requiring help to urinate or 
defecate at all. This means there is similarly a 
wide range in the care an incontinent cat may 
require! Given the proper home environment, a 
willing human family, and good relationship with 
a veterinarian, incontinence can be a 
manageable condition. 

First, let’s talk poop… 
How a cat’s fecal incontinence presents 
depends on whether they are aware of the need 
to defecate. Some cats may be aware that they 
need to defecate but cannot successfully control 
their stools. These cats may strain, have bloody 
stools, have small or frequent bowel 
movements, or may excessively lick at their 
behind. These cats typically have a disease of 
the colon, rectum, or anus. If a cat has 
developed severe diarrhea, this can also lead to 
some fecal incontinence until the underlying 
cause is resolved.  

Other cats with fecal incontinence do not realize when they need to defecate, 
suggesting an underlying neurologic condition. These cats may also have an 

abnormal walk or posture, urinary incontinence, 
or evidence of pain along their backbone or 
pelvis. This form of fecal incontinence could be 
caused by damage to the nerves that control 
the anal sphincter, which could occur with injury 
to the spinal cord or pelvis, some tumors, and 
some congenital conditions like Manx 
syndrome. Hawk is seemingly unaware of the 
need to defecate, so his family ensures he has 
help regularly. 

…and then we’ll cover pee. 
Similar to fecal incontinence, a cat with urinary incontinence may or may not know that they need to 
urinate. Cats who may know they need to urinate but still leak or cannot control their urination may 
have disease of their urinary tract, such as over-distention of their bladder from a previous blockage, 
causing their bladder to fail to contract normally when urinating.  
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Hawk’s incontinence 
is likely due to an 
injury he sustained as 
a kitten. This affects 
his mobility in his hind 
legs, often causing 
him to sit with his legs 
splayed out. 

“He’s a playful, 
happy, 
affectionate cat. 
He has no idea 
he’s different.” 

-KATHRYN INEZ
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Cats who are not aware of their need to urinate can suffer from the same neurologic conditions that 
affect the ability to defecate. However, damage to the backbone or pelvis does not automatically 
mean the cat will be both urinary and fecal incontinent. This depends on which nerves are affected. 

These cats may leak small amounts of urine frequently or or may form larger pools of urine, 
particularly while lying down or sleeping. Leakage may occur when the cat’s bladder is too full. Your 
veterinarian can help you determine the best method of management for your pet’s urinary 
incontinence to reduce the accidents in your home.  

Importantly, a cat that is defecating outside of the litter box does 
not automatically have incontinence. It is important to rule out 
behavioral or pain-related causes of defecation and urination 
outside of the litter box before assuming incontinence. 

How do I manage an incontinent cat in the home? 
Incontinent cats require a little extra TLC compared with your average cat, but their needs do vary 
widely. It is highly recommended that you consult with your veterinarian about the daily care of your 
incontinent cat. You should be aware that not all veterinarians will be comfortable advising on the 
care of incontinent cats, but most will be open to learning. Your partnership with your veterinarian is 

essential to keeping your incontinent cat healthy! 

LEARN HOW TO ASSIST YOUR CAT IN 
THE BATHROOM 

Some cats may be able to use the litter box but have 
difficulty making it to the box in time. In these 
scenarios, it is recommended that you have extra 
litter boxes on the different levels of your home. If 
your cat has additional challenges to getting into the 
litter box, such as severe arthritis or mobility 
concerns, consider using flat litter pans or potty pads. 

Cats like Hawk who are unable to defecate or urinate 
on their own may require manual help from their 
caretaker. In regards to defecation, some cats may 
be able to get their fecal ball to the rectum but are 
unaware of the need to defecate, preventing them 
from posturing to defecate. In these cases, gentle 
pressure around the rectum (behind the hind legs but 
under the tail) can allow you to help get the fecal ball 
out of the anus. It may take a little experimentation to 

find a position that is comfortable for both you and your cat. In the case of Hawk, Kathryn evacuates 
his feces by holding him with his back against her abdomen and then gently placing her thumb and 
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Hawk’s incontinence is well-managed, allowing 
him to live his best life. 
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forefinger on each side of the anus. She feels for a fecal ball, getting her finger and thumb behind the 
fecal ball to coax it out of the anal opening. Using this technique, the next fecal ball will move into 
place, and you can continue to gently help them get one fecal ball out at a time until you cannot feel 
any additional fecal balls. Some cats may tolerate doing this into a litter box or onto a potty pad, but it 
is an option to express their feces into the toilet, as well. Although you can typically do this without 
touching any fecal material or the cat’s anus, it is essential that you wear gloves or wash your hands 
immediately after this form of expression. 

If you have a cat who has fecal matter that gets stuck higher up in their colon, requiring help to 
evacuate their colon, your veterinarian can help you learn how to palpate for fecal matter. The 
descending colon, which is the part of the large intestine that connects with the rectum, is found in 
the left side of the abdomen. If your cat has formed stool, you can typically feel the feces in the 
descending colon when gently palpating their abdomen. If you can feel the fecal matter in the colon, 
you can encourage the fecal material towards the rectum and out of the cat. Again, this can be done 
into a litter box, onto a potty pad, or into the toilet. It is very strongly recommended that you learn this 
technique from a veterinarian or an experienced caretaker of incontinent and wash your hands when 
done. 

For cats who require bladder expression, you can assist them by applying gentle manual pressure to 
their bladder. For most cats, this can be done with one hand. You can hold the cat in place with one 
hand and then use the other to feel for their bladder and gently squeeze to express their urine. The 
bladder is located in the lower abdomen towards their hind legs and feels like a small balloon when 
you palpate it. Pressure can gradually increase as you empty the bladder. Ensure you are expressing 
the urine towards the back of the cat. Expression can be done into the toilet, a sink, a litter box, or 
onto a potty pad. If expressing into a sink, ensure you wash the sink afterwards. Wash your hands 
once complete. 
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Hawk’s family expresses his bladder into the sink with 
one hand on his back and the other gently squeezing his 
bladder.
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If you regularly express your cat, you can minimize accidents in your home. Kathryn prefers to 
express Hawk at least three times daily, and this minimizes the amount of urine leakage or fecal 
material she finds in the house. Kathryn reports that it is very rare for Hawk to have an accident, with 
expression only taking around two minutes each time. 

If your pet is having very loose stools, they may require extra hygienic care. This can involve gently 
bathing the behind and paws with an odorless pet shampoo or gentle pet-safe soap. If your cat has a 
perineal urethrostomy surgery due to concurrent urinary issues, it is recommended that you avoid 
getting soapy water into the urethrostomy opening. Follow up with your veterinarian to determine 
how you can best improve the consistency of your cat’s stools.  

In cats who have frequent loose stools, concurrent urinary incontinence, or who have no sensation or 
movement of their tail, you may consider having the tail amputated by your veterinarian. This can 
help prevent fecal and urinary matter from caking to the tail and increasing risk of scald or infection. 

PREPARE YOUR HOME TO MEET THEIR NEEDS  
The degree of preparation in your home depends on the extent of your cat’s disability. Some cats 
who are fecal incontinent many have mobility challenges that put them at increased risk of fall injury 
or cause difficulty getting on and off furniture. In this scenario, consider limiting the height of your cat 
trees and place steps up to furniture like couches. If you have a cat who leaks feces or urine, 
consider lining your couches and pet beds with washable covers. It may be beneficial have a room 
with an easily washed tile floor if your cat will need to spend any extensive time alone or is suffering 
from loose stools. For cats who can still use the litter box, ensure you have options that they can 
reach quickly.  

BUILD A SUPPORT SYSTEM 
It is important to have a support system of people who can help you care for your cat. Your most 
important partnership will be with your veterinarian. It is recommended that you establish care with a 
veterinarian when you adopt an incontinent cat or if the cat in your home develops incontinence.  
You can also search social media for groups of owners who have cats with similar challenges. Do not 
underestimate the value of others’ experiences. Don’t be afraid to ask for help and make 
connections. 

One of the most significant challenges of owning an incontinent cat is how they may limit your ability 
to travel. Because some of these cats need regular expression or have additional health risks, you 
are unable to leave them alone for long periods of time without an experienced caregiver. Build your 
support network of people who are willing and able to provide the care your pet needs when you are 
out-of-town. This can include your veterinary office, boarding facility, pet-sitters, and friends or family. 
You will want to ensure you have a plan in place for your incontinent cat whenever you need to 
travel, particularly if your cat does not travel well. 
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What about using diapers? 
It may be tempting to keep a diaper on your 
incontinent cat at all times to prevent accidents in 
the home. However, use of diapers should be kept 
to a minimum. If your cat is constantly leaking 
feces (or urine), you may consider use of diaper 
for short time periods, such as snuggle time on the 
couch. Keeping your cat in diapers increases the 
risk of scalding, skin infection, and urinary tract 
infection. If the diaper is soiled, it should be 
removed and your cat should receive its usual butt 
bath. As previously mentioned, you may consider 
putting your leaky cat in a room with tile floors for 
longer periods overnight to simplify cleaning. If you 
do this, ensure the room has plenty of enrichment 
for your cat to enjoy and is free of potential risks. 

What are the health risks of 
incontinence? 
Urinary tract infections: A cat with fecal incontinence may be at an increased risk of urinary tract 
infection, particularly if they have loose stools and are concurrently urine incontinent. Fecal matter 
can cause a urinary tract infection if particles make contact with the urethral opening through which 
the cat pees. Urine incontinence can increase the risk of UTI due to urine remaining int eh bladder 
for a longer amount of time and stress on the bladder from repeated expression. Amputation of the 
tail can help to reduce risk in cats who do not have control of their tail, and diaper use should be kept 
to a minimum. 

Blocked bladder: If you have a cat who is not aware of the need to urinate, it may be harder to notice 
if they become blocked. If you are normally able to express your cat, and you find their bladder is 
firm, large, and not easily expressed, follow up with your veterinarian immediately. You may consider 
discussing use of prescription urinary diets with your veterinarian to prevent the formation of bladder 
stones in your incontinent cat. 

Scald/irritation: Cats who are leaking diarrhea or urine may develop irritation under their tail. If this 
develops, you should keep the area clean and dry and follow up with your veterinarian. They can 
advise you on proper topical medications to help the area heal. 

Impacted colon: If you have a cat who requires evacuation of their bowels to defecate, they may be 
at risk for developing an impacted colon. This means they have a large amount of firm stools trapped 
in their colon. If you are unable to evacuate the stool, and you feel a large, full colon, contact your 
veterinarian immediately. In some cases, your cat may also be vomiting. Your veterinarian can help 
to remove the impacted stools and can advise on the use of any stool softeners or dietary changes 
that may reduce risk of impaction. 
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Hawk wore diapers on occasion as a kitten 
when he was having looser stools, but his 
adopters explain this involved a lot of bathing 
and laundry loads.
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Why should I adopt an incontinent cat? 
Cats with fecal or urinary incontinence can still have a great quality of life! With the exception of 
needing bathroom help or potentially having a different gait, many of these cats are otherwise 
normal. Often, they can still scale cat trees with the best of them. Bonding with a special needs cat 
can be a very rewarding experience.  

Incontinence is one potential reason a cat in the shelter may not be considered an adoption 
candidate. In some cases, these cats are sent to rescue. Management in a shelter can be 
challenging and fosters may be reluctant to take on a special needs cat. Given the option of living in 
the shelter where they may not receive appropriate care, many shelter veterinarians make the 
difficult decision to euthanize an incontinent cat. These cats are often very affectionate and otherwise 
great pets, and the emotional toll this takes on veterinary staff should not be underestimated.  

If you are interested in adopting a cat with incontinence, consider reaching out to shelters or rescues 
to see if they have any incontinent cats in need of a home. If not, you may see if they could reach out 
to you the next time one comes in. Given the proper home, these cats are wonderful companions, 
and saving a life can be very rewarding. 

“It’s a special relationship, and it feels amazing knowing we saved him. It’s not for everyone. For me, 
it’s one of the best things I’ll ever do,” says Kathryn.
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