What doctors want patients to know
about UTI prevention

FEB 7, 2025

Sara Berg, MS

News Editor

A strong urge to urinate that doesn’'t go away, a burning feeling when urinating and blood
in the urine, can be signs of a urinary tract infection (UTI), which is very common in the
U.S. While most UTls are not serious, some can lead to further complications such as
kidney infections. That is why knowing the first signs of a UTI and what to do are key.

UTIs cause more than 8 million visits to the doctor annually. About 60% of women and
12% of men will have at least one UTI during their lifetime, according to the American
Urological Association.

The AMA’s What Doctors Want Patients to Know™ series provides physicians with a
platform to share what they want patients to understand about today’s health care
headlines.

For this installment, two physicians took time to discuss what patients need to know about
UTIs and how to manage the symptoms. They are:

e Jennifer J. Bryan, MD, a family physician in Flowood, Mississippi at Hattiesburg
Clinic, and a delegate in the AMA House of Delegates for the Mississippi State
Medical Association.

e Laura L. Steers, MD, an ob-gyn in lowa City at University of lowa Health Care.

Hattiesburg Clinic and University of lowa Health Care are members of the AMA Health
System Program provides enterprise solutions to equip leadership, physicians and care
teams with resources to help drive the future of medicine.
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UTIs shouldn’t be taken lightly

Most people “who are having symptomatic UTIs will present with burning with urination. So,
all of a sudden, they have this onset of pain with urination,” Dr. Steers said. “The other kind
of classic symptoms would be needing to go to the bathroom more frequently or
urgently—so needing to get to the bathroom quickly.

“If those symptoms are new, that could be concerning for a urinary tract infection,” she
added. “In older women, especially, sometimes urinary tract infections are a little bit more
subtle, and they may not notice that burning with urination but might notice more
abdominal pain or they might just feel generally unwell.”

“If the infection has set up a little and has developed, it might be a little bit more
serious—you might develop some back pain or even fever, chills, nausea, vomiting and
just feeling bad in general,” Dr. Bryan said. “It's important to pay attention to those
symptoms and to seek care when they develop.”

“We think of urinary tract infections a lot of times as just being an infection of the bladder or
urethra,” Dr. Steers said. “But when that urinary tract infection goes upwards up the urinary
tract, it can start to climb up the ureter and enter the kidney.

“That’s called pyelonephritis. So, that would be an infection of the kidney. From there, it's
very easy for the bacteria to jump into the bloodstream and cause sepsis,” she added.
“And from there, sepsis can cause multiple organ failure, kidney or lung problems—those
kinds of things.”

“A UTI is often thought of as being a minor issue, but it can be life threatening,” Dr. Bryan
said. “It's not anything to take lightly. Even if the symptoms are minor, you need to get it
taken care of.”

Listen to your body
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There are times where symptoms may not show and it leads to a worsening condition,
which is seen “more in our elderly patients or maybe somebody who lacks sensation. For
example, if they have a neurologic issue where they can’t sense that they’re having
symptoms,” Dr. Bryan said. “So, it's important to know if you've had a history in the past,
because certainly we’ve seen those patients.”

“But know your body and listen. Pay attention and if something even begins to feel off to
contact your doctor and get evaluated,” she said.

Have a plan if prone to UTlIs

“There seems to be an unfortunate subset of people who have recurrent urinary tract
infections,” said Dr. Steers. Those more prone to UTIs include “postmenopausal women,
women who have prolapse, people with decreased immune response like diabetes or
women who get kidney stones more frequently.”

“If you have urinary tract infections frequently, we call it recurrent urinary tract infections,”
she said, noting that people “meet those criteria by either having two culture-proven urinary
tract infections in six months or three within 12 months.”

And those patients “often will be synced up pretty closely with either a urogynecologist or a
urologist and they ... might be on a daily prophylactic antibiotic,” Dr. Steers added.

Drink cranberry juice

“We do know that cranberry juice does help urinary tract infections to some degree,” Dr.
Steers said. Drinking cranberry juice “works by helping to prevent adherence of the
bacteria to the cells of the bladder, so it certainly does help.”

“You can drink cranberry juice if you have a history of UTIs as a preventative measure and
then increase the frequency if you start to develop symptoms,” she said. “The more
concentrated or the higher the volume of the cranberry juice is probably a bit more
helpful.”
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“But the other thing is, patients with diabetes would come in and they would drink a jug of
cranberry juice and their blood glucose would be high,” said Dr. Bryan. So, as long as a
patient doesn’t have diabetes, “then certainly it's fine to flush the urinary tract and drink
cranberry juice.”

Patients can also take a cranberry tablet, which is a pill that “comes with some
recommendations,” said Dr. Steers. Evidence for cranberry juice or supplements in older
adults, those with bladder emptying problems or pregnant women is not sufficient to make
a clear recommendation for or against, however.

Practice proper bathroom hygiene

“Hygiene in the bathroom is also a predisposing factor for UTIs,” Dr. Bryan said, which
means it is important to “make sure that we cleanse from the front to the back to minimize
the spread of bacteria.”

“That's because the bacteria that cause a urinary tract infection usually comes from stool
or” from proximity to the rectum “from E. coli and other bacteria found in the
gastrointestinal tract,” she explained. “Attention to general hygiene can reduce the risk of
UTIs.”

Urinate before and after sex

“Sexual activity is definitely a predisposing factor in urinary tract infections,” Dr. Bryan said,
noting that sexual intercourse itself does not directly cause UTlIs, but it can increase the
likelihood.

This is because “bacteria in the genital or anal region can enter the urethra during sex, so
urinating before and after sex can definitely decrease the risk of a UTI,” she said.

Pregnancy requires quick attention
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“Pregnant women oftentimes don’t know that they are at increased risk for urinary tract
infections, or they may not be aware of the risk of progression of UTIs,” Dr. Steers said.

“While they are common for women and mild for most women outside of pregnancy, they
can be quite dangerous in pregnancy,” she added, emphasizing that “pregnant women
need to present to the doctor ... and get treated for a UTL.”

After surgery, move around if you can

“Just like any infection, there’s more bacteria that are present in the hospital because there
are lots of sick people around,” said Dr. Steer, noting “the biggest risk to developing a UTI
in the hospital is having some sort of catheter in your bladder during the hospitalization or
having some sort of procedure near your urethra.”

To prevent a hospital-acquired urinary tract infection, “the biggest thing would be
minimizing the amount of time the catheter is in place,” she said. “From my perspective as
a gynecologist, there are a lot of times where we need the catheter in your bladder, but
then we try and remove it as soon as possible.”

“From the patient perspective, if you've had some sort of surgery, the quicker you can
tolerate being out of bed and trying to go to the bathroom on your own, that helps us get
the catheter out sooner,” Dr. Steer explained.

Go to the bathroom more often

“Holding your urine can definitely increase your risk for a lot of different issues,” said Dr.
Bryan. “And a urinary tract infection is one of those.”

“Your body is giving you an alarm there and telling you that if you need to go to the
bathroom, you need to go,” she added.

Stay hydrated
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“The biggest thing for prevention is drinking a lot of water,” said Dr. Steers. “Increasing the
amount of water that you drink dilutes out that bacteria and then by going to the bathroom
more frequently, you’re not letting that bacteria sit in that pool of urine and populate.”

“We recommend about eight glasses of water a day, unless you have other reasons why
you’re not supposed to be drinking that much fluid,” she said.

Use topical or vaginal estrogen

“Postmenopausal women who have a lot of vaginal atrophy—thinning, drying and
inflammation of the vaginal walls that may occur when your body has less estrogen—might
need other forms of prevention,” Dr. Steers said. “We know that by using topical estrogen
or vaginal estrogen that can help prevent urinary tract infections.

“It helps boost the genital urinary health and helps keep the good bacteria around,” she
added, noting “that vaginal estrogen is really important for postmenopausal women.”

Take care of yourself

“General overall health is so important. If you’'ve got other medical conditions, tend to
those,” Dr. Bryan said. “If your diabetes is out of control or you’ve got some inflammatory
disorder or something that’s not controlled, take care of your general health.”

That means “getting plenty of rest, making sure that you're getting plenty of nutrients in
your diet ... exercise, get a good night’s sleep, stay hydrated,” she said. “Take all those
things into account when you try to prevent getting infected with something. It's just about
being healthy.”
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