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Episode #221: Bedwetting and ADHD: Practical Strategies for Parents

Lori: I remember when we were going through that, we used like those puppy pee pads and
put those on the bed because we did not want to deal with taking sheets off the bed. So that
was like, a game changer for us. So, yeah, I think, again, trying to find, like, easy cleanup

systems is really helpful.

Katie: Yeah, I feel like my kids wouldn't be able to do that because they move around so

much in their sleep that a pee pad...
Lori: Duct tape it to the bed. Duct tape solves everything.

Katie: Okay, so then our next strategy is to make a plan for getting the duct tape off of the
sheets in the middle of the night.

Lori: Yeah, that's where I don't think through far enough to think about the fact that I'd have

to get the duct tape off.
Katie: I love this.

Hi there. We are The Childhood Collective, and we have helped thousands of overwhelmed
parents find joy and confidence in raising their child with ADHD. I'm Katie, a speech
language pathologist.

Lori: And I'm Lori.
Mallory: And I'm Mallory. And we're both child psychologists.

Lori: As busy mamas ourselves, we are on a mission to support ADHD parents on this

beautiful and chaotic parenting journey.

Mallory: If you are looking for honest ADHD parenting stories, a dose of empathy with a

side of humor and practical tools, you are in the right place.

Katie: Let's help your family shine with ADHD.



Mallory: Hello, and welcome back to Shining with ADHD. I'm here today with Katie and
Lori to talk about a challenge that we know many parents and ADHD kids feel a lot of shame

and stress about, which is bedwetting.

Lori: Yes. And bedwetting is one of those things that we talk about that parents go, wait,
bedwetting and ADHD are connected? And they absolutely are.

Katie: Yeah. This is something that we brought up on our Instagram last week, and a lot of
you asked the question, wait, my child has bedwetting and ADHD, do you think these are
connected? So, we just really want you to hear that, yes, they definitely can be connected.
And if your child with ADHD is still wetting the bed past the age that you would expect that,
we want you to know that you are definitely not alone. Studies have actually suggested that
kids with ADHD are two to three times more likely to experience bedwetting. And when we
talked with our audience, 67% of parents reported that their child is currently experiencing

bedwetting or has experienced it in the past. Sixty-seven percent, that is a huge number.

Lori: Yes. And I can say from just working in private practice, so many parents come in
talking about bedwetting and with their children with ADHD and it's often in 10, 11, 12, 13-

year-olds. So, it is something I definitely see too.

Mallory: Yeah. So, I think it's safe to say that this is not rare in kids with ADHD.
Pediatricians, psychologists, urologists, they see this overlap all the time. And I think a lot of
people assume that bedwetting is a behavior issue, but it is not. But when, the challenge here
is that when we conceptualize bedwetting as a behavior issue, we jump to the solution of
using punishments to fix the problem. But the truth is, punishments are not an effective way
to address bedwetting, especially since, as you'll learn today, bedwetting is rooted in this

brain body connection.

Lori: Yes. So today our goal is to help you understand the underlying issues that might be
contributing to bedwetting, at what point parents might want to seek support, and then what
different supports can look like. And before we jump into that, if you love the podcast and
you're benefiting from it, we would greatly appreciate you leaving a review and sharing your

experience about the podcast and how it's helped you.



Katie: Yeah, I think this is actually a really good episode to share too, because a lot of us
have a friend who is calling us saying, oh, my gosh, like, my kid is wetting the bed, or we,
we're going on vacation. So, this is a really great one to just pass their way and give them
some strategies. So, we have been talking about this as bedwetting, but just to get technical
for a second, the actual term, the technical term, is called nocturnal enuresis. And that's
nighttime bedwetting that happens after the age when we typically see bladder control

emerging, and that's after the age of five.

Mallory: And we have two types of enuresis. We have primary enuresis and secondary
enuresis. And primary enuresis is what we use to describe a child who has never consistently
stayed dry at night. And I just want to point out that a lot of children with primary enuresis
have parents that also were late bedwetters that wet the bed, you know, past age five, longer
into childhood than we would typically expect. And then secondary enuresis is used to
describe children that are bedwetting after having at least 6 months of dryness at night. And
making this distinction is helpful when it comes to kind of determining what the underlying
cause of the bedwetting is, whether it's always happened or if it has returned. Because when it
comes to secondary enuresis, meaning this bedwetting has returned after at least six months
of dryness, we need to be investigating things like whether our child is experiencing
significant stress or has experienced trauma, whether they're constipated, are there new sleep
problems that weren't there before? Are there other underlying medical issues that could be
causing this, like diabetes or a UTI? So, it's helpful to make this distinction, and your child's

doctor is going to want to do that in order to kind of help you know what to do about it.

Lori: Yeah. So, let's talk about why bedwetting happens. So many experts believe both
ADHD and enuresis involve delayed maturity of the central nervous system. So, the brain
body communication system essentially is developing slower in kids with ADHD. So that
wake up, your bladder is full kind of alarm that goes off in their body and is not, it's not going
off or firing effectively while they're sleeping like a neurotypical child.

Katie: Yeah. And I feel like, as ADHD parents, I know I can personally attest to this for my
kids during the day, too, and myself, like, there's times I don't really pay attention to my own
body signals, being really hungry or thirsty, like, I'll get a headache and be like, ooh, I haven't
drank a lot of water, right. So, it takes me kind of an extra signal to realize that I need to drink

water. So, this is something that we do see commonly for people with ADHD during wake



and sleep. And on top of that, we have these sleep differences where sleep can be really
challenging for kids with ADHD. So, they may be really, really tired or having different
levels of deep sleep, and that can add to it. So, their body might be sending this signal, but
because they're sleeping so deeply, they're not waking to that internal signal. And a lot of
times parents might feel so frustrated by the bedwetting, and, gosh, they're just being lazy.
Like, they could just get up and go in the toilet, it's so much easier, but they're too lazy to do
that. And we just want to reframe that that is not what is happening. Because of this
difference in the brain and body connection, we can see real differences here. So, they really

are most likely not waking up to those cues from their bladder, as frustrating as it is.

Lori: Yes.

Mallory: Yeah. And another underlying piece to bedwetting is vasopressin, which is a
hormone that our body releases at night that is responsible for reducing urine production and
concentrating urine production overnight so that we're able to make it all night without
having to get up to use the bathroom. And so, for some children experiencing nocturnal
enuresis, their body is actually not producing enough of this hormone to help them out. So,
their bladders are filling much more overnight because their body is not reducing the urine
production, concentrating the urine production. So, again, it's like coming down to this
underlying medical developmental issue, not behavioral, but their body is just not releasing

enough of this specific hormone to help them stay dry all night.

Lori: Another common challenge and reason why kids might have issues having accidents at
night is constipation and it's a very common problem in kids with ADHD, kids in general.
And when their bowels are bad backed up, it can then physically press on their bladder,

which then worsens those accidents at night.

Mallory: So, let's talk about some of the signs that it might be time to talk to your child's
pediatrician or a medical professional about your child's nighttime bedwetting. So, before we
get into behavioral supports, things that you can do to support your child, we really need to
rule out that there's not some kind of underlying medical issue that can and needs to be
addressed. And some of those signs that maybe perhaps there is an underlying medical issue
that we want to kind of tune into are if your child is also having daytime accidents past the
age of five, if your child is saying that it hurts to go to the bathroom, if your child is snoring

at night or experiencing sleep apnea that could be an underlying symptom. Kids with sleep



apnea are more likely to have nocturnal enuresis than their peers. As we kind of already
mentioned, if there's sudden secondary enuresis definitely need be to be talking to a medical
professional. As we said, if your child is experiencing severe constipation, if your child is
excessively thirsty or is experiencing unexpected weight loss, these are all signs that maybe
we need to rule out some kind of underlying medical issue that could be causing this

nighttime bedwetting.

Lori: Yeah. And another thing when we talk about kind of when to be concerned or kind of
talk with a professional is like if it's affecting your home life and it's affecting your child's
social life in some way like maybe they're not wanting to sleep over at a friend's house or
they can't go to camp, or it's just causing stress in general at home, like those are kind of
important times to seek professional help. I remember when I was an intern working in the
schools and I was just kind of starting out and I remember a mom coming to me and she's
like, my child has been toilet trained for a lot of years and he was 8 years old and she's like,
all of a sudden he's having accidents during the day and night. And I, you know, initially,
kind of referred her again to see a medical doctor. And she was like, we did all that and I
need help. Where I was at, those parents didn't have access to a psychologist to get help, so
they're coming to the school. And so at that point, we're kind of looking at, are there any
psychological things that could be going on, any stress, is any trauma ruling those types of
things out, but then starting like a behavioral type of plan, and he actually did really well with
a positive reinforcement system. We're going to talk a little bit about that, but again, those are
kind of, you know, you do want to start with ruling out the medical before you get into the

behavioral, because that's, we want to get to the root cause of that.

Once you've ruled out that there is not a medical type of issue going on, then we're going to
kind of look more at some of these other behavioral treatments. And so, you know, that can
look very different depending on your child's age and things like that. But we, for any child,
whether they're 4 or 5, 6, 7-years-old or older, we want to make sure that there's no shame
that they're feeling related to having those accidents. Again, remembering that this is a brain
body connection challenge. This is biological things going on. Your child is not doing this
intentionally to make your nighttime difficult. No child wants to be waking up and changing
their pajamas and, like, wetting themselves. It's really frustrating to them. So, we really
encourage you to kind of not be punitive in your response. So, you don't want to shame them.

And your response is no, like, I can't believe you did this. This is happening again. Or



frustration or irritation. No teasing them about it the next day, because that can really build up
shame and frustration in them over that, they don't want to be having these accidents. Even
with the cleanup process. Cleanup, shouldn't feel like a punish. Again, you have to do it at
night, but it shouldn't be like, we're going to make this a punishment so they learn their
lesson. Again, this is not, this is not a behavioral type of thing. So, you could do that
frequently and it's not necessarily going to change your child's response at night. They can't

help it in many cases. So just important things to kind of keep in mind.

Katie: Yeah. And thinking about ADHD families and just kind of some of the patterns that
can happen. I do think if you have siblings, that's another thing that you probably want to
address with them and just say, hey, this happens. You know, we're not going to make a big
deal about it just because, again, siblings can be pretty ruthless. What do you guys think
about, I know you mentioned Lori, like, if that, you know, not making cleanup feel punitive,
what's your thoughts on having the child help you clean up or, like, changing the sheets? Do

you guys normally recommend that when families are in your office?

Lori: Yeah. I mean, again, like, I think it sort of depends on their age, right. But I do think
they're gonna need to help and change their pajamas, you're not gonna, like, do everything for
them, right. But it doesn't need to feel like I'm making you do this so you learn your lesson,
you know, like, I'm not gonna help you at all. You have to take, I had a friend growing up
like that did that to her boys. It was like, you need to do every aspect of this because I'm
punishing you for doing this.

Mallory: Yeah. It's appropriate to get your child involved, and I think it will help families if
there's very clear delineation of duties when it comes to cleanup. While mom is changing the
sheets, you're changing your pajamas, you're using the bathroom, going the rest of the way,
you're changing your pajamas. And then the next morning, you know, whoever's job it is to
put the sheets in the washer, whether it happens that night, it's appropriate to have your child
help you out. But again, not in a shaming way, not in a punitive way, but just in a very clear
delineation of duties way. Because you're going to be getting up in the middle of the night,
everyone's going to be tired, but it is appropriate to have them help you help you with the

cleanup.

Katie: Yeah, that was our strategy with one of our kids that went through this a little bit. And
it was just very matter of fact, like, okay, we need to take these pants off. All right, you go



potty, you know, and just kind of keeping it simple. And on that same note, let's talk a minute
about some basic behavioral supports that you can put into place to help your child if this is
something that's going on. So definitely want to get that consistent bathroom routine before
bed. And this seems so obvious like, you might even just be like, of course. But it actually
can be challenging for kids to remember, especially if they're not in tune with their internal
signals. Oh, yeah, I need to go to the bathroom. So, incorporating that into, you know, your
toothbrushing routine or reading a book, like, figuring out kind of where's that going to go in
the sequence can be really helpful. And definitely we've talked a little bit about constipation,
but that's something you'd want to talk about with your doctor. Because if there is
constipation that can cause more accidents and more challenges, and then limiting the large
amounts of water or drinking lots of fluids right before bed. If your kids are anything like my
kids, they remember that they're thirsty when they get in bed. So, it's kind of a balancing act.
Especially when they were younger, because we would, you know, have this issue. We didn't
want them to have an accident, but they're like, I feel like I saw this somewhere on social
media, like, my child turns into a dehydrated philosopher at night. So, they just want to, like,
talk about their deep thoughts and chug water. And so, balancing that out, maybe, for
example, you could have your child drink more fluids before dinner or right after dinner, you
know, assuming their bedtime's a little bit extended out or at 3 o' clock in the afternoon, just
set a timer to remind everyone, okay, we gotta drink water. But that might be something you
could be proactive about. Definitely waterproof mattress covers are a game changer. They go
under the sheet and it basically saves your mattress so that you're not having to air out the
mattress, flip it over, sleep on the floor, all those things. So, you kind of just put those on
under your sheets, they can travel with you. And having easy cleanup systems, like having an
extra couple sets of sheets right there. Decide in advance, like, make the decision once. If we
have an accident, we are going to leave these sheets right here on this tile floor till morning.
Or every time we have an accident, they're getting put in the washing machine and the load
gets started. Just make a plan because it makes it so much easier like Mal said, when you're

waking up in the middle of the night to manage it.

Lori: yeah, I remember when we were going through that, we use like those puppy pee pads
and put those on the bed because we did not want to deal with taking sheets off the bed. So
that was like a game changer for us. So, yeah, I think again, trying to find, like, easy cleanup

systems is really helpful.



Katie: Yeah, I feel like my kids wouldn't be able to do that because they move around so

much in their sleep that a pee pad...

Lori: Duct tape it to the bed. Duct tape solves everything.

Katie: Okay, so then our next strategy is to make a plan for getting the duct tape off of the
sheets in the middle of the night.

Lori: Yeah, that's where I don't think through far enough to think about the fact that I'd have
to get the duct tape off. One other thing to kind of note is like, and I know Katie talked about
routines, visual routines are so helpful. And if you don't have a visual kind of bedtime
routine, we're going to link that in the show notes. We have ones that you can purchase and

customize to your own family, so make sure you check that out if you need help in that area.

Mallory: So, let's move on to what is considered the most effective treatment for nighttime
bedwetting. So aside from putting all of these like basic behavioral supports into place, if
your child is still struggling with nighttime bedwetting, it's happening often, what you might
want to consider is using what's called a bedwetting alarm. And this is going to, whether you
choose to use this or not is going to depend somewhat on your child's level of maturity and
their developmental level. You know your child best. I'd say the earliest you're going to want
to start using one of these is five years old. Because again, prior to five years old, we're not
necessarily expecting kids to be dry through the night all the time. A bedwetting alarm is
essentially attached to your child's underwear and it detects moisture. And when this alarm
attached to your child's underwear detects moisture, the alarm is set off. I'd say the most
popular type of alarm makes a sound. So, like, you know, an alarm like you might set for 6am
in the morning to wake up. Some of them also have vibration or there's other types of alarm,
but the most common is going to emit a sound. And what it's doing is it's helping train this
brain bladder connection over time. It's waking the child up as soon as it detects any level of
moisture. And then it's intended that at that point that the child attempts to stop peeing and
gets to the bathroom and finishes emptying their bladder in the toilet. And over time, this is
training that connection so that they wake up early when they've voided just a tiny little bit to
get up and finish going into, finish going in the toilet. I will say that using a bedwetting alarm
really does require a lot of consistency, especially at the younger ages. It's going to require a
lot of parent involvement because you're the one that's kind of helping them get it all set up.

Your child might at first be resistant to it. So, you're going to want to use rewards, probably,



which we'll talk more about. But bedwetting alarms are the most effective treatment for this.
In fact, one study showed that 50% of kids no longer were wetting the bed at night after using

the alarm and those results maintained long term.

Lori: Yeah, and I was just talking with the family about this the other day and they were kind
of saying we're going on vacation and we're doing all these other things for the next couple
months. And you, you want to be able to be consistent with it and you have to do it at a time
where you can be consistent and know that you're in this for a few weeks and it's going to be
hard during that time. Like you're going to be waking up in the night. And so, if you have a
lot of stressors going on a lot of changes, vacations, like do not do it during that period of

time. Make sure it's during a time where you feel like you can like take this on.

Mallory: Yeah, I'd say the recommended length of time to be using the bedwetting alarm is at
least two to three months. It potentially could be longer. I just want to, you know, manage
expectations for parents. This is not something that's going to resolve this issue in just five
days and we really want to see your child is dry overnight for at least two full weeks before
you then stop using the bedwetting alarm. So at least two to three months initially use, and
then at least two full weeks of being dry at night to then decide to stop using the bedwetting
alarm. So it is a commitment, but it is very effective. As I kind of already hinted at, you're
going to want to use some kind of reward system to get your child motivated to do this and
reward them for doing it because it is annoying and sometimes kids don't like an alarm going
off in the middle of the night, but this is really the treatment that we have to train this
connection. So it might be that in the morning when they wake up, if every, even if they had
an accident, if everyone followed their plan, then they get some kind of reward in the
morning. Maybe they're using some kind of chart or something to track dry nights. But you're
going to have to use some kind of rewards to motivate your child because especially those
younger kids, they might not necessarily have that internal motivation at this point to use a

bedwetting alarm.

Lori: Yeah, we used one with one of my kiddos when she was around between 5 and 6
probably. And again she, she's a little bit more mature so we felt like that was a good time to
try it. And it was definitely a couple of weeks, but we did make sure that we had rewards for

like those dry nights. And it was very effective for us. Like it was a game changer. So, we'll



be linking some of those bedwetting options or bedwetting alarm options in the show notes,

ones that are similar to like what I use or have recommended for patients.

Mallory: And you can also look into whether if you have like an HSA or an FSA account,
you can look into whether that's something that you could purchase with those dollars to help

out because some of the nicer ones are not cheap.

Lori: I know. Well, I, when I bought mine it was like $40. And there are like good, there are
cheaper options that are effective. Honestly, you don't need to be buying one that's like

multiple hundreds of dollars there options out there.

Mallory: Awesome. And I will say I think I didn't point this out, but just logistically
speaking, when you are using a bedwetting alarm, it needs to be regular undies that your child
is wearing, not a pull up or a diaper at night because the alarm needs to be able to detect that

moisture.

Lori: Yeah, absolutely.

Katie: So, is it fair to say then just kind of listening and processing everything that we're
sharing, we talked about these kind of basic behavioral strategies like setting up a routine
where you always go potty right before bed and limiting fluids and those kinds of things. So,
if someone is not in a season where they can do a bedwetting alarm for several months, they
would be starting with a lot of those behavioral strategies, right. But then assuming, most
people that are listening are probably like, no, no, I'm here for the real stuff, like give me
more, then the bedwetting alarm is a very strong evidence-based intervention. But we're just
kind of sharing that it is time intensive and just setting expectations about the fact that not
everyone can do it at the moment that they would maybe want to start. Does that, is that how

you would explain that again to someone who's coming to your office for this kind of help?

Lori: Yeah. And sometimes when you one, check out the medical stuff and two, like do some
of those like basic preventative things like limiting fluid intake and some of these other things
like it'll resolve like that can fix the issue. And so, we want to kind of start with those like
preventative types of things first before we kind of go into, like, doing a bedwetting alarm
because it is time intensive and it takes a lot of effort so we want to try and do the easier

things first.



Katie: Yeah.

Lori: So, the final thing we want to talk about, and again, we had a lot of questions on
Instagram we kind of asked our audience there, you know, what questions you have about
bedwetting and things like that. One of the most common questions that people had were like,
what if my kids are at sleepaway camp or having sleepovers? Are there medication options?
And the short answer is, yes, there absolutely are medication options. Medications can
definitely help. It's not necessarily a permanent cure, but again, if you have to get through a
season or a period of time or you're going on vacation, there might be medications that can
kind of support that. Or if you've tried a lot of these other things and there are some kids that
just don't respond, then we might want to start kind of talking about medication options. So

that's something that you would definitely want to talk with your pediatrician about.

Katie: Yeah, absolutely.

Lori: Another thing to kind of point out, practically speaking, is there are many patients that I
have worked with over the years that continue to struggle with nighttime wetting, and parents
are like, what do we do? Like, do we continue using pull ups or things like that? And let's say
you've tried kind of all the things and it is not working. Your child is older. Like, there are,
pull ups out there and things like that for older kids, and we just want to release some of that
shame from you. Like, there are situations where, like, you have tried all the things and their
body just has not developed this, and that's okay if you need to use that as a tool for a period

of time like that, that is an option for you.

Katie: Yeah.

Mallory: And just to add one more piece to that, I'd say as your child gets older, maybe if
they're eight or older and you're really shifting into like, actively managing bedwetting and
trying to make the issue go away, in some cases, using pull ups can be counterintuitive and
kind of working against you when it comes to really training that brain body connection.
That's not to say you shouldn't ever use them. Like, definitely leverage them in situations
where your child wants to have a sleepover or maybe they're sick and you just can't, you
know, you can't deal with the bedwetting alarm that night or whatever it is. There are going to

be circumstances where yes, use it, but if you're in this, if you're in this time, when you're



actively trying to manage it, generally we're recommending against the pull ups for other

methods to really help your child develop the skill of staying dry overnight.

Katie: Because the pull up is going to absorb the moisture. So, then your child isn't
necessarily going to develop that sensation, right, Mal, like the brain body connection that

we're sort of talking about?

Mallory: Yeah, that's one piece of it.

Katie: Yeah. So, I think it's just important to reflect on what your goals are because at
different seasons and different times, there's going to be different priorities and that's just the
nature of parenting. It's definitely the nature of ADHD parenting. So, our goal here is to equip
you with all the information and the options that your family can look at, what to ask your
doctor, what to look up and Google and, you know, where to go from here. So, I think it
definitely, there's no shame around using these tools and you want to make sure that it is
aligned with what your ultimate goal is for your child and what's the right steps to get there.

And that's just going to look so different for every family.

Mallory: Absolutely. Really quick, another question that we got on social media was, does
ADHD medication or stimulant medication, can that have an effect on a child's bedwetting?
And the short answer is yes, in some circumstances it can. I'd say it's a small percentage it
can. In some circumstances it might actually help improve bedwetting. In some
circumstances it might worsen it. So, this is always something that's great to talk to your
child's prescribing doctor with about. But if you seem to notice an increase in bedwetting
coinciding with starting an ADHD medication, then that's definitely something you want to

talk with a prescribing doctor about.

Lori: Yes. So, we know that bedwetting can have a huge impact on your family as far as
shame for your child, frustration as parents, it can affect, you know, various aspects of their
lives. Exhaustion from having to do laundry in the middle of the night we know it's really
hard. But just remember that bedwetting is not a character issue. It is not your child doing this
intentionally. It is not laziness, and it is certainly not bad parenting for many ADHD kids. It's
another example of how their brain is just developing on a different timeline. And as always,

we are here to support you.



Katie: Thanks for listening to Shining with ADHD by your hosts, Lori, Katie, and Mallory of
The Childhood Collective.

Mallory: If you enjoyed this episode, please leave us a review and hit subscribe so you can be

the first to know when a new episode airs.

Lori: If you are looking for links and resources mentioned in this episode, you can always

find those in the show notes. See you next time!



