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a health professional who can help them 

manage or cure their condition. This 

is particularly concerning, considering 

incontinence has been given as a reason 

why women stop participating in exercise,’ 

she says.

Instead of seeking professional 

assistance, the women used urinary 

pads (41%), undertook pelvic floor 

exercises (31%) or simply restricted their 

participation in the sport (14%).

With Netball Australia reporting that 

about 500,000 people play nationally, 

and more than 20 million worldwide, the 

research offers vital information to not only 

health professionals but also to millions 

of women globally. It also highlights 

the opportunity to the physiotherapy 

profession to help women playing netball 

to improve symptoms of UI.

Naomi has specialised in women’s health 

and continence physiotherapy for more 

than 10 years in Australia and the UK. 

The non-netballer moved to South 

Australia’s Limestone region after studying 

for her master’s in Bradford, UK. The 

study was supported by a grant by the 

Victorian physiotherapy branch of the 

Australian Continence Foundation and 

Naomi was supported by Dr Helena 

Frawley and her research team from 

Monash University.

The rural towns Naomi works in had not 

had access to a women’s health and 

continence physiotherapist before her 

arrival at Good Country Physiotherapy. 

One in three netballers have 
urinary incontinence
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URINARY INCONTINENCE  On 
the cusp of the 2018 super netball 
season, ground-breaking research 
highlights 29 per cent of netballers 
experience urinary incontinence 
when playing or training for 
Australia’s most popular team 
sport for women, with the majority 
not seeking health advice. Marina 
Williams reports.

APA member Naomi Gill’s study to 

discover just how common urinary 

incontinence (UI) is for women 

playing netball is a first. Previous 

studies focusing on the 

association between high-

impact sport and bladder 

leakage have never 

involved netballers.

‘Netball is a fast-paced, 

high-impact sport involving 

running, jumping and 

quick directional changes 

with repeated accelerations 

and decelerations, which 

can cause stress UI, so 

my aim was to establish 

its prevalence within 

nulliparous and parous 

players in a rural netball 

league,’ she says.

‘It’s also the first study 

to report on UI in a large 

number of women who have 

returned to high-impact sport 

post childbirth, as past studies have 

mainly focused on young athletes who 

have not had children.’

Naomi, a women’s health and continence 

physiotherapist, says she was not 

surprised by the research findings, but 

was concerned that of the nearly one-third 

experiencing incontinence, only 8 per cent 

had disclosed their condition to a health 

professional.

‘This means 92 per cent of netballers 

with UI are not seeking assistance from 
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Living in a rural area was not a barrier to 

research, she says.

‘When we moved to the Limestone Coast 

from the UK, it was my first time living in a 

rural community. It was obvious early on 

that netball is a very important part of the 

sporting and social scene for women here.

‘I had patients reporting UI during netball, 

but when I looked, I found there was no 

data out there as to how prevalent it is. I 

found this strange as netball is the most 

popular team sport undertaken by women 

in Australia. Until now, there was always 

a perception that it happens, but there 

has been no actual real research into how 

prevalent it is.

‘The community has been very supportive 

and the response rate to the survey was 

great, which supports the strength of the 

study. Because rural areas don’t have 

a lot of access to health services, when 

they hear something about “health” is 

happening they want to find out more and 

be involved.’

So, Naomi enlisted the help of 176 

local netball players to determine the 

prevalence of UI and gain insights to 

self-management strategies the women 

undertook. UI while playing netball 

was assessed in a self-report survey. 

Netballers were asked: ‘Do you ever 

leak urine while training or playing 

netball?’ The Questionnaire for Urinary 

Incontinence Diagnosis (QUID), a 

validated questionnaire, was used to 

diagnose sub-types of UI and UI that 

occurred in activities of daily living. 

Demographic, obstetric, and self-

management strategies data were also 

collected.

The response rate was 77 per cent. 

About half of the sample was parous, 

half nulliparous, and ranged from 18 to 

50 years of age. In daily life, 60.8 per 

cent reported experiencing UI, mainly 

infrequently, while nearly a third-and-a-half 

of the players with children experienced 

UI while playing netball. Disclosure of UI 

to a health professional was low, as was 

the proportion of women doing pelvic floor 

muscle exercises. 

‘These findings suggest that the majority 

of women experiencing UI while playing 

netball are self-managing their symptoms 

and not seeking treatment,’ Naomi says. 

‘This may reflect a lack of awareness of 

treatment for UI among netball players 

and lack of awareness of the problem in 

the sport. Screening for UI within netball 

clubs may assist symptomatic women to 

receive effective treatment.’

The research, she says, presents 

opportunities for physiotherapists in 

helping women, as pelvic floor muscle 

training is the recommended first 

line treatment for women with stress 

incontinence. Engaging more with 

sporting clubs and raising awareness of 

UI in sport and treatment for the condition 

is important.

Naomi presented her findings in the paper, 

‘The prevalence of urinary incontinence in 

adult netball players in South Australia’, 

at last year’s National Conference on 

Incontinence. She was awarded Best 

Paper, and a subsequent scholarship from 

the Continence Foundation of Australia 

will enable her to present her findings 

internationally.

‘We want to help women stay dry while 

playing the sport they love and provide 

women with information on how to safely 

return to high-impact sport after childbirth.

Incontinence is common, but not normal. 

By taking action, many of the five million 

people living with incontinence can 

score many health goals and enjoy more 

confidence on and off the court.’

Naomi also hopes the study will 

encourage exploration into appropriate 

rehabilitation for women returning to sport 

after having babies.

‘As a profession we need to be looking 

at what information and guidelines are 

available for how to safely return to sport 

after having babies to reduce the risk of 

prolapse and urinary incontinence, and 

generally how to properly rehabilitate your 

body after pregnancy.’

After the success of her first foray into 

research, Naomi says she would consider 

more in the future.

‘I wouldn’t rule it out, but I am happy at the 

moment with completing my continuing to 

raise awareness of treatments for UI within 

the rural community I live.’
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