
 

 
 

SPINAL CORD INJURY 

 

 

A spinal cord injury (SCI) can occur at any level of the spinal 

cord. It can either be a complete injury, with a total loss of 

sensation and muscle function, or incomplete, meaning some 

muscle control and feeling may remain. A SCI usually affects 

control over the bladder and bowel but depending on the 

level and completeness of the lesion, different symptoms 

occur. Three nerves are important for controlling the function 

of the bladder and bowel.   

 

 
 NERVE  FUNCTION BLADDER & BOWEL  SPINAL - BLADDER  SPINAL - BOWEL  
HYPOGASTRIC NERVE  Continence  Th10-L2  Th12-L3  
PELVIC NERVE  Urination/Defecation  S2-S4   S2-S4  
PUDENDAL NERVE  External urethral/anal sphincter  S2-S4   S2-S4  

 

People with SCI experience neurogenic bowel problems, which increases with age and duration.   

Higher lesions will result in slower colon transit times, up to double ‘normal healthy’ transit. This 
will lead to constipation and fecal retention/impaction.    

A SCI above T12 would typically result in a reflex bowel with the following symptoms:  

• Loss of sensation when bowel is full. The message between the bowel and the central 
nervous system (CNS) usually telling the bowel that it is full is not received.  

• Will continue to empty when stimulated.  

• A high rectal pressure.  

• The muscle controlling the opening and closing of the anus stays tight.  

• When the bowel gets full, it empties automatically, i.e. predisposes to inappropriate 
emptying.  

 A SCI below T12 would typically result in a flaccid bowel, with the following symptoms:  



• Loss of sensation when bowel is full.  

• Will not fully empty, even when stimulated. This is because the SCI has damaged the 
pathways from the bowel into the reflex center in the spine, i.e. there cannot be any 
reflex action.  

• The rectal pressure is low.  

• Predisposes to bowel soiling, i.e. fecal incontinence.  

The proximity of the bladder and bowel means that functional interaction is inevitable. It is 
therefore important to remember that some of the bladder and/or bowel symptoms may have a 
correlation, e.g. urinary leakage due to constipation. 

Since there is such a close connection between the bladder and bowel, and problems arising in one 
area might also affect the other, it is important to remember to address them both to increase 
quality of life for the person affected.  

The emotional and psychological impact of bowel problems with SCI can be devastating.  Therapies 
should be aimed at understanding the physiological mechanisms, and tailoring treatments towards 
symptoms management 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At Wellspect we develop innovative continence care solutions that change people’s lives. We are committed to inspire 

our users to build self-confidence and independence as well as good health and well-being. We have been leading the 

industry for over 30 years with our product brands LoFric® and Navina™. We create reliable and user-friendly products 

for bladder and bowel management with as little environmental impact as possible. We passionately strive to become 

climate neutral and work closely together with users and healthcare professionals who constantly inspire us to 

improve our products and services in a sustainable way, now and for the future. 

Wellspect. A Real Difference. 

 
For more information about our products and our initiative  

Advancing Continence Care Together (ACCT), please visit Wellspect.com. 

 
Join the conversation on Facebook and Instagram. 

 
  

 

Wellspect HealthCare, Aminogatan 1, P.O. Box 14, SE-431 21 Mölndal, Sweden. Phone: +46 31 376 40 00. 
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