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Understanding UTIs
Urinary Tract Infections (UTIs) are common infections that affect parts of the urinary system, 
which includes the kidneys, bladder, ureters, and urethra. While they can occur in anyone, 
UTIs are particularly prevalent among women, though men and the elderly are also affected. 
Understanding UTIs is crucial for effective management, timely treatment, and prevention of 
complications.

Causes and risk factors 
UTIs typically occur when bacteria enter the urethra and begin to multiply in the bladder. 
Although the most common culprit is Escherichia coli, normally found in the intestines, other 
organisms can also cause infections. Risk factors include:

Kidneys: 
Filter waste from your blood.

Ureters: 
Tubes that carry urine from the kidneys to the bladder.

Bladder: 
Stores urine until you are ready to go to the toilet.

Urethra: 
The canal that carries urine from the bladder out of 
the body. 

Brief overview of the urinary system
The urinary system plays a vital role in removing waste and excess fluid from the body through urine. The urinary 
system consists of:

Inadequate 
hydration

Use of urinary 
catheters

Recent invasive urology 
procedures 

Surgery that has rearranged the 
urinary system

Menopause

Use of certain types of 
contraceptives, such 
as diaphragms and 
spermicides

Sexual activity

Delaying urination

Certain medical or anatomical conditions 
that affect bladder emptying



Treatment considerations

While some UTIs may resolve on their own others 
will require treatment.

A doctor can give 
you antibiotics 
on a ‘just in case 
‘basis to start if 
your symptoms 
do not resolve 
within 48 hours. However, 
short courses of antibiotics are 
not suitable for everyone especially if you are 
pregnant, male or experience chronic or complex 
UTIs. In these situations, it’s important to see 
a doctor and you may need a longer course of 
treatment. If your symptoms have not resolved 
after completing the course of antibiotics, it’s 
important to let your doctor know.

Recognising sepsis

Sepsis is a potentially life-
threatening condition that 
can occur if an infection 
spreads to the bloodstream. 
Signs include high fever, 
rapid heart rate, extreme 
pain, pale skin, sleepiness, 
and confusion. Immediate 
medical care is crucial if 
these symptoms appear. 

https://www.nhs.uk/
conditions/sepsis/

You 
experience 
severe 
pain or 
discomfort

Symptoms 
of a kidney 
infection arise, 
such as fever, 
chills, and flank 
pain

Symptoms 
don’t go 
away even 
after taking 
antibiotics

There is blood in your urine

When to see a doctor

Consult a healthcare professional if you experience any of 
the common symptoms of a UTI. It’s particularly important 
to seek medical advice if:

Should I ask for a 
referral?

Ask about a specialist 
referral if you are 
classed as having 
recurrent UTIs (2 in 6 
months or 3 in a 12 
month period) and the 
treatments so far have 
not worked for you

Symptoms of UTIs
Common symptoms include:

Pelvic pain in women 
and rectal pain in men

An increased frequency 
of urination without 
passing 
much urine

A burning 
sensation 
when 
urinating

Urgency to urinate

Cloudy, dark, 
or strong-smelling 
urine

Diagnosing UTIs

UTIs are typically but not 
always diagnosed through 
sending a urine sample 
away for culture. New 
guidelines allow your 
doctor or pharmacist to 
treat you for a urine infection (cystitis) with 
a short course of antibiotics (3 days) based 
on your symptoms alone. Some pharmacies 
offer a cystitis management service. If you 
are female and aged between 16-64.

They may be able to give antibiotics if 
they’re needed. Use this link to see where 
the service is available:

https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/
pharmacy/find-a-pharmacy

This Pharmacy First Scheme is a free NHS 
Service and you will only pay a prescription 
charge if you are not exempt.

*Please note that online private pharmacies 
will charge you an additional fee.

http://www.nhs.uk/nhs-services/pharmacies/how-
pharmacies-can-help/

http://www.nhsinform.scot/campaigns/nhs-pharmacy-first-
scotland/

http://www.hse.ie/eng/services/list/2/pharmacy/

Symptoms 
persist 
despite 
initial self-
care efforts



Glossary of Terms

The tube 
that carries 
urine from the 
bladder to the 
outside of the 
body.

A kidney infection, 
more severe 
than cystitis, 
that requires 
immediate 
medical attention.

Pain or 
discomfort 
during urination.

Presence 
of blood in 
the urine. 

Frequent urination 
at night.

Inflammation of the bladder, 
often marked by urinary 
urgency and pain during 
urination. Infection can be 
the cause of cystitis.

Urethra Cystitis

Haematuria Nocturia

Dysuria

Pyelonephritis

Can drinking cranberry 
juice prevent UTIs? 

While some studies 
suggest cranberry 

juice might 
prevent 
bacteria from 
adhering to 
the bladder 
walls, it is 
not a cure 
for UTIs.

Are UTIs contagious? 

No, UTIs are not contagious and cannot be passed from 
person to person.

Is cystitis the same as a UTI? 

UTI is a broad term for any infection in the 
urinary tract - including the kidneys, bladder,
or urethra.
Cystitis refers specifically to bladder 
inflammation, most often due to infection, 
and is one of the most common types of UTI.

What if I do nothing?

It’s important to take action if you notice symptoms of a UTI, even 
if they are mild. 

While many mild UTIs can get better with plenty of fluids and 
careful self-care, checking in with a doctor or pharmacist ensures 
you get the appropriate treatment to prevent the infection from 
worsening. Addressing a UTI promptly is the best way to stay 
comfortable and healthy.

FAQS



What is a UTI?

A Urinary Tract Infection (UTI) is a common infection 
that can affect anyone, regardless of age, and 
involves the urinary system but most commonly the 
bladder. UTIs are the second most common kind of 
infection after chest infections.

UTIs can be uncomfortable and debilitating. They 
can be particularly serious in the elderly and those 
with weakened immune systems. Early detection 
and proper management are essential to prevent 
complications.
 
What are the symptoms?

UTIs can cause a variety of symptoms, which may 
include:

•	 Burning sensation during urination

•	 Cloudy or strong-smelling urine

•	 Frequent urge to urinate with little or nothing 
being passed

•	 Fever or high temperature

•	 Feeling generally unwell

•	 Confusion in the elderly

These symptoms can vary in severity, and early 
detection is important to prevent complications, 
especially in vulnerable individuals. UTIs can progress 
to sepsis, a life-threatening condition. Watch for high 
fever, rapid breathing, and confusion.
 
*Urgent help - If symptoms worsen quickly or 
you experience any severe symptoms mentioned 
above, immediate action is necessary: Call NHS 
111 for guidance or to find out if you have severe 
symptoms and need urgent medical care.*

For more detailed information on managing and treating UTIs, please refer to our specific 
treatment-focused information on our website:
https://www.theurologyfoundation.org/urology-health/bladder-conditions/urinary-tract-infections-uti/

For information on the references we have used and information on further reading please contact 
nurse@theurologyfoundation.org

www.theurologyfoundation.orgRegistered Office: 1-2 St Andrew’s Hill, London EC4V 5BY. The Urology Foundation is a registered charity in England and Wales (No. 1128683) 

www.theurologyfoundation.org

0808 801 1108 

nurse@theurologyfoundation.org

Helpline open Tuesdays and Thursdays 10am - 12 noon

Our confidential UTI Information Service is here to help you:

INFORMATION 
SERVICE

UTI 



We’re here to help
Contact our Nurse-led UTI Information Service.

If you or someone you know is experiencing UTIs 
or has a question related to UTIs it’s easy to get 
in touch by phone or email. 

You can also access information on our website.


